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ABSTRACT 
 
The Czech composer Petr Eben (1927-2007) has written music in all genres 
except symphony, but he is highly recognized for his organ and choral compositions, 
which are his preferred genres. His vocal works include choral songs and vocal-
instrumental works at a wide range of difficulty levels, from simple pedagogical songs to 
very advanced and technically challenging compositions.   
This study examines two of Eben‘s vocal-instrumental compositions. The oratorio 
Apologia Sokratus (1967) is a three-movement work; its libretto is based on Plato‘s 
Apology of Socrates. The ballet Curses and Blessings (1983) has a libretto compiled from 
numerous texts from the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries. The formal design of the 
ballet is unusual—a three-movement composition where the first is choral, the second is 
orchestral, and the third combines the previous two played simultaneously. Eben 
assembled the libretti for both compositions and they both address the contrasting sides 
of the human soul, evil and good, and the everlasting fight between them. This unity and 
contrast is the philosophical foundation for both compositions.  
The dissertation discusses the multileveled meanings behind the text settings and 
musical style of the oratorio and ballet in analyses focusing on the text, melodic and 
harmonic construction, and symbolism. Additional brief analyses of other vocal and 
vocal-instrumental compositions by Eben establish the ground for the examination of the 
oratorio and ballet and for understanding features of the composer‘s musical style.  While 
the oratorio Apologia Sokratus was discussed in short articles in the 1970s, the ballet 
Curses and Blessings has never previously been addressed within Eben scholarship.  
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The dissertation examines the significant features of Eben‘s music. His melodic 
style incorporates influences as diverse as Gregorian chant and folk tunes on the one 
hand, and modern vocal techniques such as Sprechgesang and vocal aleatoricism on the 
other. His harmonic language includes bitonality and polytonality, used to augment the 
tonal legacy of earlier times, together with elements of pitch collections and limited serial 
procedures as well as various secundal and quartal harmonic sonorities derived from 
them. His music features the vibrant rhythms of folk music, and incorporates other folk 
devices like ostinato, repetitive patterns, and improvisation. 
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PREFACE 
The Czech composer Petr Eben (1928-2007) wrote over one hundred choral 
works, both a cappella and vocal-instrumental compositions. Together with them, he 
created music in almost all genres, but preferred vocal and organ works. He taught 
generations of musicians at Charles University and the Academy of Performing Arts in 
Prague. His improvisatory talent, which was so rare for a classical musician, earned him 
admiration from students and colleagues. For Czech musicians his name became a 
symbol of ethics and high professionalism. While a staple of the European choral scene, 
his music is just now gaining popularity in the United States.  
A succession of unusual events made Eben a unique person. Born in Bohemia, the 
largest region of the Czech Republic, he was half Jewish on his father‘s side, but was 
raised a Catholic because of his mother‘s influence. Whether he realized it or not, this 
unity of contrasts marked his whole life, his thoughts and music. As a result of his 
terrifying experience in the Buchenwald Nazi camp, he obsessively questioned the 
capacity of human nature for good or evil. Eben was interested in the dual nature of the 
human soul and its two contrasting sides, the good and the evil, but always hoped that the 
good would prevail. Despite his experience, he remained an optimist.  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to identify, through two representative works, the 
oratorio Apologia Sokratus (1967) and ballet Curses and Blessings (1983), the stylistic 
features of Eben‘s choral-instrumental music from two different periods and to discuss 
the multileveled symbolism behind their text settings. I also address how this symbolism, 
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as an integral part of his style, became a method through which the composer sent hidden 
messages to the listener.  
Given the chronological range of the textual sources (from the third century BCE 
to the twentieth century) and their numerous authors (in Curses and Blessings), these two 
works provide a unique opportunity for studying Eben‘s response to the meaning, syntax, 
and sound of words, as revealed by the different musical constructions that he creates for 
each work.  Despite differences of format and structure, the works‘ symbolism carries a 
similar message of universal significance: that good will win over evil.  
While Eben‘s compositional output is extensive, these two works appear as 
milestones in his career as a choral composer. Both were written during the period of 
socialist Czechoslovakia. The oratorio Apologia Sokratus is Eben‘s first large choral-
orchestral work, appearing after a few small-scale cantatas, while the ballet Curses and 
Blessings is his first stage work. Both works are secular, yet spiritual, as they discuss the 
opposite sides of human nature and the soul.  
Delimitations 
Chapter 1 discusses Eben‘s life, obstacles that he faced, and the influence of the 
French philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin on his thinking. Chapter 2 demonstrates 
different musical influences on Eben‘s style; it also displays the importance of literary 
sources for his compositional process and his preference for historically distant texts. 
Chapter 3 outlines those persistent features of Eben‘s style found in his a cappella and 
vocal-instrumental works, such as the use of plainchant quotations and stylistic 
paraphrasing or references; folk-influenced melodies; and ostinatos, pedal points, and 
layering. Chapter 4 gives an overview of the oratorio‘s libretto as assembled by Eben, 
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together with its form and performing forces. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 provide a detailed 
examination of the thematic material as symbolically representative of the oratorio‘s 
three movements, respectively titled ―About Honor,‖ ―About Evil,‖ and ―About Death.‖ 
Chapter 8 is an overview of the textual sources for the ballet Curses and Blessings and of 
the organization of its libretto. Chapter 9 demonstrates the ballet‘s themes as symbols of 
good and evil. Chapter 10 seeks unity and contrast in the multi dimensional symbolic 
nexus represented by the third and most complicated movement of the ballet, especially 
in terms of sonorities. Chapter 11 discusses the ballet‘s choreography and symbolism. 
Chapter 12 summarizes and discusses the features of both works and the symbolism they 
incorporate; it illuminates the position of the works in Petr Eben‘s choral output.  
Methodology 
For the analytical chapters in this study I adopt both conventional methods of 
analysis with respect to form, musical content, and tonal harmony, and Allen Forte‘s 
pitch-class set theory. The need for a mixture of analytical techniques is raised by Eben‘s 
music, a blend of various compositional styles entangled together. Allen Forte‘s pitch-
class system best suits the analysis of the small cells and motivic ideas that Eben 
manipulates into themes. Because Forte displays the relationships between pitches in 
numbers (regardless of octave) one can easily recognize patterns and their modifications. 
In addition, since the works are not atonal or serial, and display varieties of compositional 
techniques, I also resort to analytical procedures of tonal and modal music.  
For easier identification of the themes I have supplied them with specific names 
that are written in italics in the text. Eben himself does not name the themes of these 
particular compositions. In order to locate more accurately the musical segments 
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discussed I use both measure numbers (mm.) and rehearsal numbers (RN) for both 
compositions. This is necessary because often the beginning of an important episode or 
the onset of new thematic material does not coincide with the beginning of a rehearsal 
number. In the tables I refer to quartal chords with the letter Q. All the musical examples 
reprinted in this study are used by permission of the publishers. The excerpts from 
Vondrovicová‘s book Petr Eben, the preface of Apologia Sokratus, and the text of Table 
2.5 are translated by me from the Czech language. Finally, I have corrected some of the 
quotations (reprinted from other sources) containing typographical errors and added a list 
of musical examples errata. Often, the title pages of Eben‘s compositions appear in 
multiple languages; thus, I use the title which is printed first on the title page and add in 
parentheses its translation in English.  
Significance of the Study 
Previous studies of Petr Eben‘s music discuss mainly his organ music, chamber 
music, and a cappella and small-scale sacred works. And while his orchestral 
compositions have been researched to a certain extent, Eben‘s large-scale vocal-
instrumental music is still an area not well studied. This dissertation offers the first in-
depth analysis of the oratorio Apologia Sokratus and the ballet Curses and Blessings. It 
contributes to the general knowledge of how his philosophy and choice of texts affect his 
musical style. It is my hope that it will benefit musicians and readers interested in the rich 
inner world of the composer. I hope that this study will provoke interest, especially in 
conductors and singers, and that Petr Eben‘s choral works will become better known and 
more widely performed in the United States.  
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CHAPTER 1 
HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL INFLUENCES ON EBEN’S LIFE  
  
Today‘s world voices only reproach and discontent, so it is Art that must 
assume the urgent task of opening a spiritual path to man and confronting 
him with the eternal mystery of Christ.
1
 
 
 Petr Eben was born on 22 January 1929 in the East Bohemian village of Ţamberk. 
The etymology of his first name is synonymous with ―rock‖ in Hebrew, Greek (―stone‖), 
and Latin.
2
 Eben‘s name evokes images of stability, firmness, strength, construction, and 
the eternal (in both a physical and spiritual sense).  Throughout his life, Eben‘s actions 
solidify this metaphor, for no matter what happened, he remained steadfastly optimistic 
and committed to expressing his beliefs through the music he composed.   
 His father, Vilém Eben, was of Jewish lineage, while his mother, Marie Kahler, 
was a German-speaking Catholic of Polish-Austrian extraction. Before the Nazi invasion 
of Czechoslovakia in 1939, Jews, as a group, shared equal rights with their fellow 
countrymen. In Bohemia and Moravia (regions of Czechoslovakia), the Jewish people 
had had basic civil rights since 1867; from 1921 on, they were accepted as a religious and 
cultural minority. Moreover, the Czechoslovak government did not tolerate anti-
Semitism, either before or after the country‘s independence in 1918. In turn, Jewish 
people accepted and supported the Czechoslovak government, a relationship that brought 
positive results for both ethnic groups. Jewish children had equal access to education and 
                                                 
1 Eben, quoted in Claude Hermitte, ―Thoughts on Laudes,‖ in A Tribute to Petr Eben: to Mark his 70th 
Birthday Year, ed. Graham Melville-Mason (Burnham-on-Crouch: The Dvořák Society, 2000), p. 64. 
2 Eva Vítová, Petr Eben: Sedm Zamyšlení nad životem a dílem (Praha: Baronet, 2004), p. 155. 
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professional growth.
3
 These historical facts suggest that a mixed marriage like that of 
Eben‘s parents was accepted as normal. Nevertheless, according to traditional Jewish 
law, one is only Jewish by birth to a Jewish mother; strictly speaking, Petr Eben was not 
Jewish. Despite this technicality, Eben‘s status as the child of a mixed marriage was to 
play an essential role in his life after 1939.       
 In the pre-war years, Eben‘s father was not a practicing Jew; conversely, his 
mother was a devoted Catholic who took her children with her to Sunday Mass. In his 
own words, Eben has described his early realization that the exercise of religion was a 
matter of personal choice, not necessarily related to one‘s status in the community. Such 
enlightened perceptions about faith and religion were effectively neutralized during the 
period of German occupation and he became acutely aware of his mixed descent.
4
  He 
experienced first hand what it meant to be Jewish (even half Jewish) under Nazi rule.  
Out of fear of reprisals, Eben and his family were shunned by their Christian neighbors, 
an action that, while pragmatic, led to feelings of estrangement.
5
 As more and more 
Jewish people left Czechoslovakia, his family increasingly became a minority without 
rights or privileges.
6
 Eben was expelled from school, forced by the Nazis to work at a 
printing shop and later to do construction work.
7
 These experiences led him to question 
the beliefs and values he had learned before this difficult time. When the Nazis treated his 
father, who was not a practicing Jew, badly, as guilty by association, the young boy 
                                                 
3 Hugh Agnew, The Czechs and the Lands of the Bohemian Crown (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 
2004), p. 200. 
4 Eben, in Jana Marhounová, ―Petr Eben,‖ in Czech Music in the Web of Life (Praha: Empatie, 1993), p. 
226. 
5 Ibid., p. 223. 
6 Comprehensive information on the position of the Jewish communities in Bohemia and Moravia can be 
found in Livia Rothkirchen, The Jews of Bohemia and Moravia: Facing the Holocaust (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2006) and Ezra Mendelsohn, The Jews of East Central Europe between the World Wars 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983).  
7 Ibid.  
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began to question whether religious belief should affect all forms of human interaction. 
The merciless treatment his father received led Eben to believe that such general 
categorizations are artificial, having nothing to do with how an individual behaves 
towards others. He realized that what matters are a person‘s actions and intentions. The 
awareness that people‘s beliefs might lead to harm forced him to seek ―values that are not 
susceptible to human fickleness.‖8 Throughout his life, Eben‘s double identity shaped his 
perception of the world and influenced the music he composed in response to that 
perception.                   
  Being half Jewish in Nazi-occupied territory was a frightening experience; still a 
child, Eben learned to overcome it and stay positive. He explained that he lived each day 
to its fullest, not knowing what the next would bring; he learned not to rely on the 
changeable values of people, but to seek values that transcended the moment.
9
 He 
approached all the hardships the war brought as a way of improving himself and 
developing a positive attitude. Eben later said that all the hardships of that time, indeed of 
our entire existence, happen for a reason and that our task is to find the good in 
everything. For instance, when the Nazi soldiers took the family radio away, he saw this 
as a challenge to start composing. ―I don‘t think I would have started to write so early 
without these circumstances….‖10 Eben summarized the war experience as being as 
beneficial as it was negative. Little wonder, then, that the war took a central position in 
composer‘s mental development and reasoning. 
                                                 
8 Ibid. 
9 Marhounová, p. 224. 
10 Martin Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus: The Czech Composer and Organ Virtuoso Petr Eben 
Talks to Martin Anderson,‖ Fanfare 19, no. 6 (1996), p. 46. 
 4 
Shortly after the Nazis took away their father, Petr Eben and his older brother 
received the letter informing them of their deportation to Buchenwald.
11
 This experience 
changed the composer‘s life forever. Eben quickly grew to manhood, well before his 
chronological age would have suggested. In the process, he came to question the meaning 
of life and death, to try to explain the presence of evil and the reasons why good people 
have to suffer: ―I saw the sad booty of death, when we dug mass graves and stacked into 
them the dead from the bombing runs.‖12 Eben felt the breath of death and saw terrifying 
scenes, the horror of which seemed surreal, barely comprehensible to a rational mind. 
The imprisoned had different survival techniques, but they all had a strong will for life 
and the enduring hope that the nightmare would eventually end.
13
 Eben found strength in 
his faith. At Buchenwald his spirituality led him to believe that everything happens for a 
purpose and that, in the end, good will overtake evil: ―God has the power to extract good 
from evil for an individual‘s benefit even during his lifetime, not to mention the life to 
come.‖14 The terror of the camp forced young Petr Eben to define for himself life‘s 
categories and to search for answers regarding what comes after death. He came to 
conclusions that determined the course of the rest of his life, using music and action to 
send a message about the meaning of life to his audience.      
 Eben‘s most terrifying personal experience took place at Easter of 1945, when he 
found himself in front of the gas chambers. He mentions this experience in numerous 
interviews. 
                                                 
11 Kateřina Vondrovicová, Petr Eben (Prague: Panton, 1993; 3/2000), p. 36. English translation of the text 
by Nelly Matova. 
12 Eben, in Vondrovicová, p. 36 
13 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, http://www.ushmm.org/museum/exhibit/online/phistories/ 
(Accessed April 14, 2008). 
14 Eben, in Marhounová, p. 229. 
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This time in Buchenwald brought the most important minute of my life. 
Once we had to go to a delousing, we had to take off our clothes and we 
were led into a room with 20 showers. But we did not know what would 
come out of them. And so we stood with my brother, holding hands, [and] 
waiting. In this moment, I had to realize if my life has some sense or if it 
is just bad luck that I was born in that time, in this family, in this country, 
and even more: I had suddenly to understand if death would be just a wall 
and nothing behind it, or if life would continue. During this minute, I felt 
very clearly that in case of something other than water would come out of 
the showers; it would be an entrance to a new life. That was such a strong 
perception, that I have it in my mind all the time of my life.
15
 
This near death experience in the Buchenwald gas chambers fully revealed the value of 
life, a treasure which Eben learned to cherish greatly:  
… water started to come out and with this flow of water I embraced life as 
an immeasurable gift. Probably, one must experience that absolute 
jeopardy of life, in order to learn its price with all his heart.
16
 
So priceless was this gift of life that the composer celebrated it in all of his music, where 
love and life triumph over even the darkest expressions. The Buchenwald experience 
freed the composer from any fears concerning the end of human life. The realization that, 
after death, new life begins reinforced Eben‘s basic optimism, the new beginning and the 
spiritual awakening became a consistent feature in all of his works.  
Eben endured other episodes of terror before the end of WWII. As the US forces 
neared the Buchenwald camp in April 1945, the prisoners had to endure long ―forced 
marches‖ deeper behind the front lines as the Nazi camp moved. Eben and his brother 
had only a backpack with a few food coupons, a couple of pieces of bread, and their 
                                                 
15 Petr Eben, Prague, June 1988, quoted in Johannes Landgren, Music, Moment, Message: Interpretive, 
Improvisational, and Ideological Aspects of Petr Eben’s Organ Works (Göteborg: Göteborg University, 
1997), p. 20. The quotation from this dissertation is taken as it appears and is not corrected grammatically. 
16 Eben, in Vondrovicová, p. 36. 
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identity papers.
17
 When they arrived at Hof, the town and the station were bombed, while 
panic-stricken citizens attempted to flee. Eben wrote,  
Whoever has not experienced it firsthand, especially on an overcrowded 
train platform, can hardly imagine this frantic running away, this inrushing 
crowd, elbowing without regard, this squashing of oneself to hide.
18
 
 
During the bombing, the composer lost the backpack with their identity papers; without 
them the brothers faced the likelihood of being shot immediately as the area was under 
martial law to restrict desertion by German soldiers. The brothers reported the loss of 
their identity papers at the police station, prompting an investigation; during their 
detention, they witnessed executions and were forced to dig mass graves. Eventually, 
they were dismissed with no papers and wandered around in the ruins of the war. 
Begging for bread from time to time, they made their arduous journey home, during 
which Eben learned that the will to survive is a powerful force. This final exhausting trip 
taught the brothers that human kindness still existed and that trust was possible even in 
the face of such evil. These insights helped alleviate the trauma of imprisonment. Like 
many other survivors, Eben reconfirmed for himself that he could not have survived 
without the help of his brother and others.
19
 
While many Buchenwald survivors published memoirs or discussed their 
experience in lectures and interviews, Petr Eben coped with his war experience and dark 
memories through music that affirmed life. He remembered how, back in the camp, he 
and a fellow German prisoner took turns singing excerpts from operas and trying to guess 
                                                 
17 Eben, in Ibid., p. 36. 
18 Eben, in Ibid., p. 37. 
19 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, http://www.ushmm.org/museum/exhibit/online/phistories/ 
(Accessed April 14, 2008.) 
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the titles of these works. In the camp Eben even composed some pieces of ―light‖ music, 
which ―compensates for the oppressiveness of a situation….‖20 
Even though he did not bear the burden of this experience alone (drawing comfort 
from the presence of his older brother), Eben confessed that it took time to release these 
painful memories.
21
 Moreover, his mother‘s Catholic faith helped him put the horrible 
memories behind him and achieve some degree of reconciliation with the feelings of 
personal guilt that accompanied his survival. He did, however, return to those tragic 
times, expressing his terrifying experience of the war through his four-movement 
composition Suita Balladica, for violoncello and keyboard (1955). According to the 
composer, the third movement, ―Elegia,‖ is a lament for those who died in the war.22  
Eben‘s optimism and belief in the future are confirmed by the final ―Toccata‖ in C major, 
which is full of life-affirming activity. Eben saw the toccata as a symbol of the dynamism 
of the human soul, which does not let humiliation and subjugation take over.
 23
 
Eben sublimated his war experiences, generating a much deeper personal 
philosophy. He continued to search for an answer to the unfathomable question of how 
supposedly civilized human beings were capable of such horrible deeds. This question 
regarding the coexistence within the human psyche of good and evil became the central 
theme of the composer‘s output, culminating in the early work Apologia Sokratus, and 
the work from his middle period, Curses and Blessings, that are the topic of this 
                                                 
20 Eben, in Marhounová, ―Petr Eben,‖ in Czech Music in the Web of Life (Empatie, 1993), p. 225. 
21 Vítová, p. 229. 
22 Marhounová, p. 225.  
23 P. Eben, Suita Balladica, preface (Praha: Bärenreiter Editio Supraphon, 1993). 
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dissertation. The most famous survivor of the Buchenwald camp, the Rumanian-born, 
Nobel Prize winner Elie Wiesel,
24
 has said: 
Every Jew, somewhere in his being, should set apart a zone of hate—
healthy, virile hate—for what the German personifies and for what persists 
in the German. To do otherwise would be a betrayal of the dead.
25
  
 
Wiesel‘s determination not to forget his terrifying experience, and to keep reminding 
successive generations of Jewish people of what is still possible is markedly different 
from the approach of Petr Eben. For Eben, the memories should warn against the evil 
around us, but the warning should lead to love and optimism, not hate. Here again, he 
followed his own path, seeking to express the profound irony that in Buchenwald he 
learned to love life, to hope and to believe.
26
  
Hatred again follows hatefulness and the everlasting chain of reprisals 
continues—it can not lead to anything good.27 
 
Eben‘s answer to the emotional wounds of war was love; it was love of family, country, 
music, children, nature, and life itself that provided him with a creative response to the 
evil he experienced and a creative way of counteracting that evil.  
Because his mother regularly took him to Mass when he was a child, Eben 
eventually became a devout Catholic. As a child, he was drawn to the church by the 
organ‘s broad palette of sounds and by the plainchant sung by the choir: ―… during the 
war, the church was the only place where I felt I was taken as a normal person. This 
continued even when the Communists came….‖28 Even though faith remained an open 
                                                 
24 Elie Wiesel was born on September 30, 1928. He is the author of over forty books. He became a 
Founding Chairman of the US Holocaust Memorial Council in 1980. More information is available at 
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/ 
25 Elie Wiesel, Legends of Our Time (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968), p. 142.  
26 Kateřina Vondrovicová, ―Duchovní svĕt v ţivotĕ a v hudbĕ Petra Ebena,‖ Hudební Rozhledy 44, no. 9 
(1991), p. 421. 
27 Eben, in Vondrovicová, Petr Eben, p. 38.  
28 Anderson, p. 50. 
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question for him during his youth,
29
 the Catholic Church was the only place where he felt 
welcomed, safe, and secure when he was singled out by the Nazis as Jewish. As Eben 
reflected later in his life, ―… it was faith that helped me to survive and which showed the 
way.‖30 It was in Buchenwald that Eben realized that he truly believed and it was that 
belief that gave him strength.
31
  
Eben‘s experience only proved that ―God can truly turn tragic events to the 
advantage of the individual.‖32 Eben‘s earliest religious experience came from his loving 
parents, an atmosphere he also provided for his own three sons. His second son, Marek, 
remembers: 
I was raised in an extremely harmonious family environment. I never 
heard my parents quarrelling with each other…. I thought when I was a 
kid that this was normal. Later, I realized that it was absolutely abnormal. 
But I was given a chance to see how religion works in real life.
33
 
 
Eben was not just a devout Catholic. He understood religion in a more global and 
universal sense:  
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est (Where charity and love are found, there 
is God). This, for me, is the very kernel of all religion, an absolute 
criterion that makes it impossible to associate God to any religion that 
does not accept that His presence can also be found among the heretics.
34
 
 
                                                 
29 Marhounová, p. 226. 
30 Janette Fishell, ―A Conversation with Petr Eben,‖ The American Organist 23, no. 2 (1989): 54. 
31 Marhounová, p. 226. 
32 Ibid., p. 229. 
33 Colin O'Connor, ―Marek Eben-the Czech Republic‘s ‗Mr. Nice,‖ http://www.radio.cz/en/article/63907 
(Accessed November 6, 2007). 
34
 Johannes Landgren, Music, Moment, Message: Interpretive, Improvisational, and Ideological Aspects of 
Petr Eben’s Organ Works (Göteborg: Göteborg University, 1997), p. 26.  
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This same understanding of God as Universal links Eben with the French philosopher 
Teilhard de Chardin,
35
 of whom it has often been said that he created a bridge between 
science and religion.
36
  
In the early 1950s, publications about Teilhard de Chardin by Michal Altrichter 
and Antonín Lepky appeared in Czechoslovakia.
37
 In the 1960s, when Communist 
oppression relaxed, the works of Chardin were introduced in the Catholic Church in 
Czechoslovakia. In meetings in Jircháří, the young generation of Catholic and 
Evangelical intellectuals read and discussed his writings. In 1967, the Marxist researcher 
Peluška Bendlová published two official books on Catholic philosophy and theology, in 
which she criticized Chardin‘s writings.38 These books played a positive role in engaging 
Christians, atheists and intellectuals in discussions about faith and religion. Chardin‘s 
writings were discussed in academic and non-academic circles alike, resulting in a wave 
of new popularity.
39
 More articles on Chardin‘s works were published by Czechoslovak 
Catholic authors.
40
 The magnetism of Chardin‘s philosophy is its generally human 
concept, which appeals to Christians and non-Christians alike. The Czechoslovak scholar 
Karl Vrán points to the two most important ideas in his works: first, the relationship 
                                                 
35 Chardin was a French theologian (1881-1955). He received degrees in geology, botany and zoology from 
the Sorbonne. He was competent in paleontology, which later became a key to his philosophy. In 1922 he 
took his Doctorate at the Sorbonne and became professor of Geology. After his first one-year trip to China 
his ideas were damned as unorthodox and he was forbidden to teach. He left again for China and spent over 
twenty years there working as a paleontologist. In 1933 he began having problems with the Jesuits, who 
refused to give him ecclesiastical permission to publish his work, The Phenomenon of Man. He also was 
advised not to take any official appointments that might bring him to Paris. The last few years of his life he 
spent in New York. (Summary of Prologue in Maurice Keating, Understanding Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin: A Guide to the Phenomenon of Man (London: Lutterworth Press, 1969). 
36 Maurice Keating, Understanding Pierre Teilhard de Chardin: A Guide to the Phenomenon of Man. p. xi. 
37 Jiří Hanuš, ―Teilhard v Čechách a na Moravě,‖ Teologie & Společnost 2 (2005), p. 11. 
38 Peluška Bendlová, Člověk a moderní katolicismus: krize katolického humanismu (Praha: Svobodné 
slovo, 1965) and Teilhard de Chardin, nová naděje katolicismu? (Praha: Svoboda, 1967). 
39 Hanuš, p. 12.  
40 Jiří Hanuš, ―Vybrané rysy spirituality česke katolické církve (1948-1989),‖ Soudobé dějiny 14, no. 2-3 
(2007), pp. 346-347. 
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between faith and science; and second, the emphasis on faith and belief in the future of 
humankind, or in other words, optimism. Here one finds how close Eben and Chardin 
were in their views of the world. Karl Vrán saw Chardin‘s optimism as a corrective to 
some philosophers‘ pessimistic views of humanity, notably the fatalism of the German 
philosopher Oswald Spengler. Thus, Chardin based his faith and hope in the future on 
real possibility, not on natural necessities.
41
 Another Czechoslovak scholar, Jiří Hanuš, 
attributes the interest in Chardin in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s and 1960s to French 
influence over the Czech Catholic Church, interest from the Czech Marxists, and 
Chardin‘s appeal to Catholics searching for a new spiritualism.42  
Like many contemporary intellectuals, Petr Eben was influenced by the Jesuit‘s 
philosophy, possibly by reading Chardin‘s most famous book, The Phenomenon of 
Man.
43
 Chardin‘s optimism resonated with Eben‘s own belief in the essential goodness of 
human beings. There are several parallels between Eben‘s life and and Chardin‘s. War 
tested and strengthened the faith of both men. Both saw firsthand the trauma of war, 
Chardin as a stretcher-bearer, Eben as an internee at Buchenwald. Both endured forced 
isolation; Chardin lived in China for over twenty years, while Eben felt estranged by the 
authorities of his own country. For both, these experiences became a powerful motivation 
for spiritual development. The Catholic Church‘s rejection of Chardin‘s thought, 
prohibition of his publications, and proscription on his taking a teaching position find 
parallels in Eben‘s lack of promotion in academia and his struggle to publish his religious 
                                                 
41 Jiří Hanuš, ―Nestarejte se o Teilharda, starejte se o pravdu!: Interview with Karl Vrán,‖ Teologie & 
Společnost 2 (2005), http://www.cdk.cz/ts/clanky/85/nestarejte-se-o-teilharda-starejte-se-o-pravdu/ 
(Accessed June 15, 2008). 
42 Jiří Hanuš, ―Teilhard v Čechách a na Moravě,‖ p. 13. 
43 Teilhard Pierre de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (New York: Harper Perennial, 1959). Published 
posthumously in 1955 in French (Le Phénomène Humain) and translated in English by Bernard Wall in 
1959. 
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compositions and to have them performed. The two men also shared a consuming interest 
in the spiritual evolution of man and in his methods for coping with the reality of evil. 
Initially, both men were optimists, convinced of the eventual triumph of goodwill and a 
better world. Both men explored this duality, albeit through different disciplines. Perhaps 
a maxim attributed to Chardin (―If one tries to break new ground, or to walk in a new 
path, one walks straight to Calvary‖) could just as easily have been espoused by a 
composer trying to write sacred music under a virulently anti-Christian government. In 
interviews, Eben quotes Chardin in saying that ―the creation of the world is never 
finished, but continues in an even more splendid way, and we can help it toward 
completion with every honest deed….‖44 In these words of Chardin, Eben found 
reassurance that there might be a different future for his beloved country, and that evil 
might diminish as current life could not possibly be the ultimate state of the world. For 
Eben, the creation of the world was not finished; its ongoing realization was, in fact, his 
justification for compositions that contained an optimistic message:      
My goal: to contribute an atom‘s worth to what Teilhard de Chardin calls 
the spiritualization of the world.
45
 
 
Eben‘s optimism and hope for the future are most clearly revealed in his works 
for children. Composing for children was a very important, yet difficult task, one which 
he was happy to do over and over. Writing for children put him in a very different world, 
filled with innocence and joy. This thought is evident in the title of a book of twenty little 
compositions for piano (1960): Svet malych (The World of Children). In the work‘s 
preface, Eben‘s friend, the composer Ilja Hurník, wrote: ―It is a world of little ones but 
                                                 
44 Jan Dehner, ―Eben, Petr,‖ in Contemporary Composers, ed. Brian Morton and Pamela Collins (Chicago: 
St. James Press, 1992), p. 258. 
45 Ibid., p. 258. 
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not a little world…. This musical speech is serious and direct. And it is modern—
essentially, it is what one discovers in Eben‘s big works.‖46 The composer confessed his 
reasons for writing music for children: first, having three boys of his own, second, the 
comforting company of children, but above all, the innocent nature of children, 
something he did not find anywhere else and something so close to his inner world.
47
 It is 
quite possible that while composing for children Eben revisited the happy parts of his 
childhood, an activity which revitalized him and helped heal the wounds of the war. 
Communicating with children was necessarily communication with the future, in itself an 
exercise in optimism. He began writing for children as soon as he graduated from the 
Academie múzických umění (AMU) [Academy of Performing Arts]. His early works for 
children include instructional music for instruments, and songs. His first cycle of 
children‘s songs dates from 1954, followed by volumes of folk arrangements in 1965 and 
1983.
48
  
A list of Eben‘s works for children reveals that throughout his career he regularly 
returned to their world. It was safe to write children‘s music even in a totalitarian country 
and his children‘s choruses were regularly performed. Beyond these explanations is a 
deeper one—the teaching of many children through music was very close to Eben‘s heart. 
One of his largest, most popular and frequently performed works is the Czech version of 
Orff School Methods, which Eben published (in conjunction with Ilja Hurník) in three 
volumes (1966: vol. 1, 2, and 1969: vol. 3).
49
 
                                                 
46 Ilja Hurník, Preface to Petr Eben‘s Svet malych: 20 drobnych skladeb pro klavir (The World of Children: 
20 Little Compositions for Piano), (Praha: Supraphon, 1961), H 3241. 
47 Vítová, Petr Eben, pp. 314-315. 
48 Vítová, p. 209. 
49 Petr Eben, Ilja Hurník. In these so-called Czech Orff method books the pedagogical methods of the 
composer Karl Orff were applied to folk-based music material (children‘s songs and instrumental pieces for 
choir and Orff instruments) composed by Eben and Hurník. Volume 1: Beginning is in six parts; volume 2: 
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I think that a person has no right to be apolitical, to be egocentrically 
secure in his own privacy and not to care what is happening around him. 
The fact that I was never a member of any party and prefer to leave 
political work to professionals has another cause. When I started to study 
in Prague in 1948, the situation was such that an open religious persuasion 
was a pronounced political attitude, without regard for whether one 
directly entered political life or not. It seems to me that for a publicly 
active person that is true also today—obviously with the difference that 
one is not persecuted for one‘s stance.50 
 
For over forty years Eben lived under Communist rule, which began in 
Czechoslovakia in 1948.
51
 On the surface, Eben‘s professional life during the Communist 
era was stable. He graduated from AMU (Academy of Performing Arts in Prague)
52
 in 
1954, where he studied piano with František Rauch and composition with Pavel 
Bořkovec.53 He worked as a music editor for Czech Television from 1954-55 and then 
began his teaching career. From 1955 to 1990 he held teaching positions in the Faculty of 
Philosophy at Charles University in Prague.
54
 He taught theoretical disciplines but was 
not allowed to teach composition. Moreover, he was never allowed to advance beyond 
the rank of assistant professor or to teach in AMU due to his religious beliefs and his 
refusal to become a Party member.  
All those years there was a group of Communist composers who never 
would have accepted me at the Academy of Music, and so I was teaching 
musicology— just analysis, style, and musical forms—always in the 
                                                                                                                                                 
Pentatonic includes 30 small vocal compositions accompanied by an instrument and 15 separate 
instrumental pieces. Volume 3 transitions from the elementary level to more advanced songs and 
instrumental pieces. Vondrovicová, p. 207. 
50 Vondrovicová, p. 152. 
51 The Allies arrived in April and May 1945 and the Third Czechoslovak Republic (ČSR) was established 
in April 1945, but in 1948 the country was integrated into the Soviet bloc and declared a ―people‘s 
democracy.‖ 
52 Academie múzických umĕní (AMU) consists of a School of Music and Dance, a Theater School, and a 
Film and TV School. 
53 Adrienne Simpson and Katerina Cervenková, ―Eben, Petr,‖ New Grove Dictionary of  
Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 7, p. 
845. 
54 Vítová, Petr Eben, p. 157. 
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function of an assistant because I could never have been an associate 
professor or a professor: these all had to be Party members.
55
  
 
The composer spent one year (1978-79) as a visiting professor of composition at the 
Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester, Great Britain.
56
 Eben only attained the 
rank of professor after the fall of Communism. 
During the years of terror and repression (1948-1954) in Czechoslovakia, show 
trials against intellectuals, both Communist party members and people who had free 
ideas, were common. The Catholic Church was investigated and there were political and 
military trials.
57
 Many people found themselves imprisoned, or disappeared under 
suspicious circumstances: ―The persecution of religion in our country was very strong, 
which meant that the only people who played the organ were [those] who had nothing to 
lose.‖58 Yet Petr Eben was not physically punished and was allowed to travel abroad to 
attend first performances of his compositions, to perform, or to teach. Even though, by 
any normal measure, his life under both the Nazi occupation and the Communists was 
hard, Eben did not perceive himself as a victim, steadfastly maintaining his positive, 
optimistic view of life: 
… I must say, during this Communist time there were people who had 
suffered far more than I had—who were imprisoned and who had really 
horrible lives. So, I couldn‘t say that I was suffering too much. I had 
problems, but it was not so bad as a lot….59 
 
For whatever reason, Eben chose to stay in his country, rather than emigrate in order to 
pursue his mission under comparatively free circumstances as was the case for composer 
                                                 
55 Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ Fanfare 19, no. 6 (1996), p. 52. The comment is about 
AMU. 
56 Dehner, p. 256. 
57 Agnew, pp. 238-239. 
58 Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ Fanfare 19, no. 6 (1996), p. 44-45. 
59 James Evans, ―The Choral Music of Petr Eben‖ (master thesis, University College Cork, 1995), interview 
with Petr Eben by the author, p. 134.  
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Antonín Tučapský or, more outspokenly, Czech conductor Rafael Kubelík, who declared: 
―I had lived through one form of bestial tyranny, Nazism…. As a matter of principle I 
was not going to live through another.‖60 Unlike these contemporaries, Petr Eben was 
able to deal with his circumstances in a positive way. He accepted the fact that, unless he 
joined the Communist Party and stopped composing church music, he had no chance for 
career advancement: 
… there was no way I would ever be active in the Communist Party. I was 
writing church music and organ music all the time. I was really on the 
other side—although, of course, there were people who suffered more than 
I did.
61
 
 
It is puzzling that Eben was threatened, but not punished.
62
 The reasons are 
complex, involving the gradual increase in religious tolerance as the country tried to 
move away from Stalinism and present a ―human face.‖ After Stalin‘s death in 1953, the 
Communist party tried to seem friendlier, more popular and open to dialogue. 
Furthermore, it tried to use Eben‘s growing popularity as an example of increasing 
artistic freedom.  
Secondly, Eben benefited from the early attention his music generated both within 
Czechoslovakia and in Europe; his fast-growing reputation abroad and the interest of 
Western publishers protected him from more severe abuse. International recognition 
came first in 1957, when his choral cycle, Six Love Songs, simultaneously received a 
medal at the World Youth Festival in Moscow and a prize in Vercelli, Italy.
63
 Then his 
                                                 
60 The New York Times, August 12, 1996; 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9E05E4D81E3EF931A2575BC0A960958260 (Accessed 
July 15, 2008). 
61 Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ p. 46. 
62 See Eben‘s interview in Evans, pp. 134-136. 
63 Evans, p. 32.  
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cantata, Zauberspruch, den Liebsten zu Beschwören (The Lover’s Magic Spell),64 won 
first prize for choral music in the Czechoslovak Composers‘ Competition. Despite this 
honor, the authorities criticized its ―cleri-fascistic‖ character and refused to allow its 
publication.
65
 Even friends in the Catholic Church took issue with the work‘s pagan text, 
which included magic spells viewed as inappropriate for a religious composer. Despite 
these criticisms inside the country, Bärenriter Verlag published the composition abroad, 
translating the text into German,
66
 a turn of events that helped establish Eben as a 
composer of international prominence. With this exposure came a number of 
commissions and invitations for concert tours abroad. The first of these resulted in his 
five-voice setting of Ubi caritas et amor, subtitled ―In memoriam Johannis XXIII,‖ 
composed for the Heinrich Schütz Fest in West Berlin in 1964. 
Meanwhile, Eben‘s popularity inside Czechoslovakia continued to grow due to 
his instructional music and the frequent performances that his children‘s songs garnered. 
Many of his instrumental works of non-religious character received performances in 
Czechoslovakia. James Evans summarizes the composer‘s activities as follows: ―His high 
profile would have been an important factor in the amount of lee-way he was allowed in 
composing Religious music.‖67  
A third reason for Eben‘s relative freedom was the deliberate obfuscation of the 
true meaning of his musical ideas and aesthetic thoughts. Veiled and hidden within the 
deeper layers of his works, these ideas were accessible only to the people intended to 
                                                 
64 According to Vondrovicová (p. 261), the original title of the cantata was in Czech language—Starodávné 
Čarování Milému 
65 Eben, in Evans, p. 215. The work was seen as inspired either by religious or other agendas, but not 
Communist ones.  
66 Eben, in Ibid., p. 125. 
67 Evans, p. 32.  
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understand the message: ―…often we tried to put these messages in a secret way….‖68 
Eben explains: ―… If I was quoting sometimes, let‘s say, some Gregorian chant, the 
functionary had no idea what I was doing….‖69 This tendency to create layers of meaning 
applies to both his instrumental and his vocal works.
70
 In some instances, the work‘s true 
title was added later, as was the case in his required graduation composition; initially 
entitled only First Concerto for Organ and Orchestra, it received the subtitle Symphonia 
gregoriana only much later. A similar instance of veiled meaning applies to his oratorio, 
Apologia Sokratus, which Eben infused with notions of the supremacy of God contained 
in the writings of the classical Greek philosopher Plato. Eben says of this deliberate 
process: ―…by the music one could really sometimes express some spiritual 
messages….‖71 
The extremely strong faith and optimism that Petr Eben developed while a 
prisoner at Buchenwald obviously prepared him to defend himself and his ideas during 
the Communist regime; nothing he encountered under Communism was more terrifying 
than his imprisonment by the Nazis. Eben knew that nobody could ever take away his 
talent or stop him from writing religious music. Furthermore, Eben was not an actively 
political person; his spirituality was internal and he never tried to put forth his beliefs 
aggressively.  
Although no documented evidence of any confrontation between the Communists 
and Eben exists, in an interview Eben remembered that he was approached only once by 
                                                 
68 Ibid., p. 63. 
69 Ibid., p. 30. 
70 Hiding the true meaning of an art work and presenting a very different meaning as a front was a well 
used technique by artists in the socialist and communist reality. Through such double meanings they were 
able to send messages to their audiences, without inviting problems from the authorities of the day. 
71 Evans, p. 131.  
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totalitarian agents to provide information about a secret religious meeting. He was firm in 
his reply:  
…once there came one of these secret police with a higher officer, and 
they said, ―You must give us some information.‖ So I said no. They said, 
―So we will destroy you…. And I was very astonished because by the time 
it was finished, they never contacted me anymore….72 
 
James Evans suggests that Eben‘s religious music, only published and performed abroad, 
gained him the foreign recognition (and compensation sent to the Union of Composers) 
that allowed him to assert artistic ―freedom‖ and to be an example of skilful diplomatic 
relations.
73
 
Eben‘s works were not well accepted by the Party leaders because their style and 
deep, if veiled, philosophical and moral ideas did not praise the Communist Party and its 
approved late-Romantic expression. Despite his use of plainsong and the level of 
dissonance and rhythmic complexity of some of Eben‘s early works, they did receive 
their premiere in Czechoslovakia. For instance, the First Concerto for Organ and 
Orchestra: Symphonia gregoriana (1953) was performed in Prague in 1954, and his 
Concerto for Piano and Orchestra was premiered there in 1962, also in Prague. Eben‘s 
children‘s choruses or works with texts not impregnated with a sacred meaning enjoyed 
frequent performances.  
The Communist Party used the interest of Western publishers and musicians in 
Eben‘s music to create the myth of an open society and of a respected, independent and 
successful artistic elite. They presented Eben as an example to the outside world that 
musicians enjoyed commercial success and were free from the repression associated with 
Communist totalitarianism. Even though he was somewhat free to travel, Eben 
                                                 
72 Evans, p. 135.  
73 Ibid., p. 44. 
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sometimes had to conceal the true purpose of his trips from the Communist authorities. 
For instance, in 1966 he visited the Benedictine monastery at Solesmes in France to study 
Gregorian chant. But permission to travel was granted on the basis of an invitation from 
the Paris Conservatoire, a secular institution of great repute that gave Communist 
officials an acceptable excuse to grant Eben a visa.
74
 Eben was able to travel to 
Montserrat, Spain in 1973 for the third Symposium of Religious Music Composers, 
where he studied chant and met with other composers in the area of religious music.
75
 
Nor was he denied the opportunity to visit New York in the fall of 1984 to play a series 
of concerts
76
 and to lecture at the University of Illinois and at the University of 
Wisconsin at Madison.
77
  
Whatever freedom he had during the Communist regime, Eben had to exercise 
great care when interviewed. In an interview with Janette Fishell, published in 1989, 
when asked the inevitable question about the role the Czechoslovak government and 
Charles University played in support of his career, Eben answered that he was a member 
of the Union of Composers.
78
 This elliptical answer indicates that either he did not want 
to discuss the subject (nor was it safe to discuss it), or there was really nothing to discuss. 
In the same interview, Eben focused on the musical style of his works and on some 
general humanistic thoughts, but he never volunteered details about religion and how his 
religious beliefs affected his works.
79
 He focused solely on his professional career.
80
  
                                                 
74 Vondrovicová, Petr Eben, p. 40. 
75 Vondrovicová, ―Duchovní svĕt v ţivotĕ a v hudbĕ Petra Ebena,‖ Hudební rozhledy 44, no. 9 (1991), p. 
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77 Ibid., p. 111. 
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Similarly, he was careful not to put his family at risk, either because of his 
concern about the consequences of his public statements or because of his own gentle 
nature and abhorrence of force and violence. These same concerns caused him to avoid 
the active protests related to the historical Charter 77.
81
 Conversely, there is no evidence 
that he ever contemplated emigration. Eben viewed his experiences from a positive, 
optimistic perspective: 
I‘ve spent virtually my whole life under oppression, in conditions 
unfavorable for the development of an artistic personality. And yet today I 
must gratefully acknowledge that the life I have lived was for me the best 
there could have been.
82
 
 
The Czech musicologist Jaromír Havlík has written of him: ―Eben eventually won, 
thanks to the power and [conviction] of his art against which all administrative measures 
proved useless.‖83  
The Velvet Revolution in 1989
84
 changed Eben‘s life in a number of ways. In that 
same year he became a tenured professor at Charles University, a position from which he 
retired in 1995 in order to devote himself to composing.
85
 From 1990 to 1992 Eben was 
                                                 
81 Charter 77 (in Czech ―Charta 77‖) was an informal civic movement in Czechoslovakia in the period 
1977-1992. It takes its name from a manifesto from January 1977 which was signed by many citizens with 
different professional occupations. It demanded that the government live up to its international human 
rights obligations ratified in The Helsinki Final Act from 1975 and United Nations conventions from 1976. 
The initiators of Charter 77 were Václav Havel (who later became the first democratic president of 
Czechoslovakia), Jan Patočka (a philosopher, one of the main spokespersons of the movement), Pavel 
Kohout (a poet, writer and playwright who left the country in 1978 after unsuccessful plans for his 
assassination, and established his home in Vienna), and other intellectuals. The manifesto was printed 
underground in so-called ―samizdat‖ (self-published) but also was published in some foreign newspapers 
abroad.  It resulted in repressive actions by the government toward the members of Charter 77 and the 
citizens who signed the manifesto. 
82 Marhounová, p. 229. 
83 Jaromír Havlík, ―Petr Eben,‖ in Music News from Prague, no. 3-4 (1994), p. 2. 
84 Following the fall of the Berlin wall on November 10, 1989 and a strike on November 27, 1989, the 
Communist regime in Czechoslovakia was removed by the so called ―Velvet Revolution,‖ meaning it was 
bloodless. It lasted from November 16 to December 29 and marked the end of the Communist period in the 
country. On December 29 the Government was replaced and Václav Havel was elected as the new 
president. 
85 Landgren, p. 21. 
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president of the Prague Spring Festival.
86
 From 1990 to 1994, he served as a Professor of 
Composition at AMU (Academy of Performing Arts).
87
  
The composer received many awards in recognition of his talent, hard work and 
strong defense of religious freedom. The first of these came in 1991, when he was 
awarded the title, ―Chevalier des arts et des lettres‖ (Knight of the arts and letters)88 by 
the French Ministry of Culture. In 1992 and 1994 he received honorary doctorates from 
the Royal Northern College of Music (RNCM) in Manchester, England and from Charles 
University in Prague. 1993 brought him the coveted Stamitz Prize of the German 
Künstlergilde, followed in 1998 by the prize for art and culture from the German 
Conference of Bishops (Deutsche Bischofskonferenz) in Mainz. In 1999, he received 
honorary membership in the Royal Academy of Music in England and became an 
Honorary Fellow of the Royal College of Organists.
89
 In 2002, Eben received the Medal 
of Merit from the Czech Government, presented to him by Václav Havel.
90
 
The watershed year of 1989 marked a notable increase in Eben‘s travel, beginning 
with numerous visits to Germany. In 1997, he also visited Israel where he played his 
organ work Labyrinth in Jerusalem, and had the opportunity to see Mark Chagall‘s 
famous windows
91
 and to visit biblical places.
92
 Regarding his life after 1989, Eben 
commented, ―I would really need three lives: one for teaching, one for traveling and 
                                                 
86 A. Simpson, and K. Cervenková, ―Eben, Petr,‖ p. 845.  
87 Ibid., p. 845. 
88 Ibid. This is an ―Ordre des Arts et des Lettres,‖ which has three levels: commander, officer and knight. It 
was established in 1957 by the French Minister of Culture and confirmed in 1963 by the French President 
Charles de Gaulle. It is presented in recognition of contributions to the arts and literature.  
89 Simpson and Cervenková, ―Eben, Petr,‖ p. 845. 
90 Vítová, Petr Eben, p. 40. 
91 The windows are located in Synagogue of the Hadassah-Hebrew University Medical Center and they 
inspired Eben‘s work for organ and trumpet Okna (English title Chagall Windows), written in 1976. 
92 Vítová, p. 165; Eben, letters, in Vítová, p. 467.  
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playing, and one for composing.‖93 Unfortunately, long-term illness forced Eben to 
withdraw from public life from 2004 until his death on 24 October 2007. 
Petr Eben devoted his life to others and gave them his love through the music he 
wrote. Each of his compositions exemplifies his richly inventive and carefully crafted 
passion for music. His distinctive musical style is easily recognizable even by non-
musicians because this was his mission—to create music accessible to any listener that 
carries the optimistic message that the good that is in and around each of us will 
eventually triumph over evil to help create a better, more optimistic world. 
[L]ove is the internal, affectively apprehended, aspect of the affinity which 
links and draws together the elements of the world, centre to centre …. 
Love, in fact, is the expression and the agent of universal synthesis.
94
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
93 Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ p. 52. 
94 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Activation of Energy: Enlightening Reflections on Spiritual Energy, trans. 
René Hague (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), pp. 70-71. 
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CHAPTER 2 
MUSICAL INFLUENCES AND TEXTUAL SOURCES 
 
Petr Eben‘s choral output is large—over 100 works. Many of his choral 
compositions were commissioned.
1
 His creative mind touched all vocal genres—
children‘s song, part song, masses, cantatas, oratorios, and church opera. Because of the 
large number of Eben‘s choral works, the choral society considers him a choral 
composer; however, he sometimes complained that he did not have enough time to 
compose more for orchestra and for his favorite instrument, the organ.
2
  
Eben wrote for choir continuously, but in the period after 1989 he composed more 
choral works than usual. The opportunity for free expression after the Velvet Revolution 
and the demand for religious choral compositions inspired many of his late choral works. 
Eva Vitová states that ―Petr Eben writes vocal music as a testimony about himself,‖3 but I 
would argue that the vocal music of Eben is a testimony about his beliefs, which he needs 
to share with his audience.   
This chapter examines the musical influences on Petr Eben and his textual 
preferences. Table 2.1 outlines his smaller and larger vocal-instrumental compositions, 
including works accompanied by organ or various instrumental ensembles. These works 
are less discussed by Eben scholars and place Apologia Sokratus and Curses and 
Blessings in context, providing important background for the subject of this dissertation: 
the symbolism and evolution of Eben‘s musical style in two different periods.   
                                                 
1 Vítová, p. 162. 
2
 Milan Slavický, ―Petr Eben—The Symphonic Works,‖ in A Tribute to Petr Eben: to Mark his 70th 
Birthday Year, ed. Graham Melville-Mason (Burnham-on-Crouch: The Dvořák Society, 2000), p. 33. 
3 Vítová, p. 164. 
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Table 2.1: Petr Eben: Vocal-Instrumental Compositions in Chronological Order 
Genre Title Year Text Scoring 
Mass  Missa adventus et 
quadragesimae 
1951-
1952 
Liturgical Unison male or mixed choir, 
organ 
Cantata  Balady pro sóla, 
smíšený  sbor a 
orchestr, Op. 14 
1957 K. J. Erben, and 
Czech and Silesian 
folk poetry 
Solo, mixed choir, orchestra 
Cantata  Starodávné čarování 
milému, Op. 17 
1957 Walachia folk 
poetry 
Small cantata for three female 
solo voices and mixed choir 
Cantata  Hořká hlína, Op. 20 1960 Jaroslav Seifert Baritone solo, mixed choir, 
organ 
Cantata   Píseň o kalině 1960 Folktales Solo, male choir, female choir, 
small orchestra (organ) 
Mass České mešní 
ordinarium 
1966 Liturgy Congregation and organ 
Mass  Mše za zemřelé 1966 Liturgy Schola, congregation and 
organ 
Oratorio Apologia Sokratus, 
Op. 40 
1967 Plato, The Defense 
 of Socrates 
Baritone, alto, children‘s 
choir, mixed choir, orchestra 
Liturgical 
concert 
work 
Vesperae, Op. 42 1968 Liturgical  
(Marian responses) 
Boy choir, male choir, 
congregation, organ 
Mass  Truvérská mše 1969 Zdenka Lomová Solo, choir, two recorders and 
guitar 
Cantata Pragensia, Op. 55 1972 Vavřinec Křičky z 
Bitýšky (ca 1570) 
Chamber choir,  
baroque instruments 
Cantata  In honorem Caroli, 
Op. 66 
1978 Establishment 
documents of 
Charles University 
from 14c. 
Male choir, orchestra 
Mass 
 
Missa“Cum 
populo,‖  Op. 77 
1981-2 Liturgy Chorus, congregation, 4 brass 
instruments, organ 
Ballet Curses and 
Blessings 
Op. 80 
1983 Texts in twelve 
languages  
(13th-20th  century) 
Choir, orchestra 
Te Deum Prager Te Deum 
1989, 
Op. 97 
1989 Liturgical Mixed choir, brass, 
percussion, (organ ad lib.) 
Mass 
Proper  
Vier Geistliche 
Festgesänge  
(for Diocesan Day) 
1993 New Testament, 
Psalms  
Chorus, 4 brass instruments, 
organ 
Oratorio Heilige Zeichen 
(Sacred Symbols) 
Op. 108 
1993 Old Testament,  
New Testament 
Pontificale 
Romanum 
Soprano, Baritone, children‘s 
choir, mixed choir, two 
instrumental ensembles 
(winds, brass, percussion), 
organ 
Church 
opera 
Jeremias, Op. 125 1996-
1997 
Stefan Zweig Solo, mixed choir, narrator, 
brass, woodwinds, strings, 
organ 
Oratorio Anno Domini 1999 
 
Biblical 2 solo voices, children‘s choir, 
mixed chorus, Schola 
Gregoriana, chamber 
orchestra, organ 
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Table 2.1 continued 
Oratorio Cusanus-Meditation 2000 Nicolaus Cusanus tenor, mixed choir, harp, 
organ, string orchestra 
Cantata  Vater der Lichter 2001 Nicolaus Cusanus 2 solo voices, mixed choir, 
organ 
Oratorio  
 
Iacobus 2002 Codex Calixtinus 
(12th century) 
Baritone, chorus, orchestra 
 
The table demonstrates Eben‘s preference for cantatas in his early period and his interest 
in oratorio in his last compositional period.
4
 Eben‘s mass settings vary from works for 
congregation in unison to the advanced composition Missa cum Populo. Eben often 
turned to a traditional brass and organ instrumentation for the liturgical works, while he 
preferred organ or chamber orchestra for his early cantatas. Folkloric texts have 
preponderance in the early period, while his interests in Biblical and historical texts 
dominate in the middle and last period. Text as a representation of thematic concepts 
became a leading factor in shaping Petr Eben‘s musical language. The text selections 
often carried thematic duality expressed through a web of musical symbols.  
Musical Influences  
Eben captured many influences throughout his life, transforming them through his 
own life‘s prism. These influences played a vital role in forming his rich musical 
expression, but his musical style cannot be linked to any one particular influence. Eben‘s 
subjects portray an amalgam of universal human themes and philosophical concepts, 
which are often represented by musical symbols in a highly individualized style and 
always organized in a strict and elegant formal design.  
                                                 
4 The information on the works in the table was selected from Vondrovicová, pp. 177- 226, and Vítová.  
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Eben often emphasized that influences in his childhood came from his family, 
school, and the inspiring architecture of Česky Krumlov.5 During his childhood years, 
Eben was introduced to poetry, art, languages and music, all of which became a solid 
foundation for his whole life: 
Childhood is like the meat of the nut, from which grows the tree of life. I 
find in the Krumlov period of my life all the inspirational sources of my 
compositions.
6
 
 
Eben‘s profound attraction to poetry and his ability to select texts in various languages 
were provoked by his studies of Latin, Greek and English at grammar school, while at 
home he spoke German, French and Czech.
7
 Eben believed that the small town of Česky 
Krumlov with its old architecture had a great impact on shaping his artistic aesthetics and 
stimulating his interest in old music and poetry.
8
  
Eben‘s most powerful musical impressions came with the war: ―Maybe the most 
strong (sic) influence was not the presence but absence of music during the war.‖9 Eben‘s 
paradoxical statement points to his attempts to activate his imagination, and is a key to 
his early experiments in composing. The shortage of printed music available during the 
war, the family radio taken away by the Nazi soldiers,
10
 and repetitive family evenings of 
chamber music by Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms, inspired Petr Eben to write 
his first compositions to fulfill the need for new music.
11
  
Eben points to the essential role of his teachers; he describes his first piano 
teacher during the war, Ladislav Vrchota, as ―a very good piano player and competent 
                                                 
5 Vondrovicová, pp. 17-19. 
6 Vondrovicová, p. 67. 
7 Vítová, Petr Eben, p. 156. 
8 Dehner, p. 258. 
9 Fishell, ―Organ Music by Petr Eben,‖ p. 22. 
10 Landgren, p. 19.  
11 Evans, p. 35. 
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pedagogue‖12 who introduced him to a variety of musical styles. In Prague, at the AMU 
(Academy of Performing Arts), Eben studied piano with Prof. František Rauch13 and later 
specialized in composition with Prof. Pavel Bořkovec. About the latter Eben said:  
He had complete mastery of his subject; he was a modern Augustan with a 
wonderful sense of form and correct measure.
14
 
 
Bořkovec was not only a master of formal design and balance, but an excellent teacher: 
This correct measure between guidance and freedom I found in the 
pedagogical practice of Professor Bořkovec, not only as instructional 
method, but also as a life program.
15
 
 
Bořkovec played a vital role in provoking Eben‘s compositional talent, encouraging 
freedom in musical expression but also teaching him the importance of musical structure:  
I consider two things, with regard to the music composition, as essential: 
musical idea and form. Without a musical idea the composition is not 
interesting, without form it is not composition …. Despite the necessity to 
find a new formal principle, unused before now, however, form must be 
solid, lucid and perceivable.
16
 
 
During the family musical evenings in Česky Krumlov, Eben was inspired by the 
music of Brahms, whom he admired the whole of his life. 
Brahms is my great love from my youth…. I like his music for its warmth, 
which is connected with deepness and virility. It is romanticism without 
sentimentality.
17
 
 
One can trace Brahms‘ influence on Eben in his warm phrases and breathable melodic 
lines. Eben‘s ―Elegia,‖ the third movement from his Suita Balladica for violoncello and 
keyboard (1955),
18
 which he describes as a lament for the dead of the World War II,
19
 
                                                 
12 Vondrovicová, p. 29. 
13 Ibid., p. 30.  
14 P. Eben, in Marhounová, p. 227. 
15 Eben, in Vondrovicová, p. 31. 
16 Ibid., pp. 60-61.  
17 Landgren, p. 29. 
18 Petr Eben, Suita Balladica (Praha: Bärenreiter-Supraphon, 1957).  
19 Marhounová, p. 225.  
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bears close resemblance to the intimate expression of the third movement of Brahms‘ 
third symphony. Arguably, the motivic development noticeable in many of Eben‘s 
compositions is a result of Eben‘s studying the music of Beethoven and Brahms. 
Eben also found close connection with Mahler. ―The tension, passionate 
engagement and often cathartic power of his music‖20 are close to the truthfulness and 
passion in Eben‘s own works:  
I honor Mahler as the father of modern music…. His music speaks to me 
about his connection to nature, to God and also with a certain typical 
Jewish self-irony; he looks at the world with one smiling and one weeping 
eye.
21
 
 
Eben‘s use of brass, textual programming for his compositions and varied musical 
quotations can find its predecessors in Mahler‘s music.  
The respect Eben paid to Buxtehude and Purcell with the organ works Hommage 
à Buxtehude (1987), in which Eben quoted two themes from Buxehude‘s organ works 
(Bux WV137, Bux WV148),
22
 and Hommage à Henry Purcell (1995) are an indirect 
confession of influence. Admiration of Mozart provoked the composition for children‘s 
choir Příběh Pana Mozarta (1988) and the fantasy for orchestra Pražské nokturno 
(1983). Petr Eben referred to the ―learned musician‖ J. S. Bach in the third movement of 
the organ composition Job (1987) with the chorale quote ―Wer nur den lieben Gott lässt 
walten,‖23 which Bach used in his works BWV 21, BWV 93, BWV 197 and elsewhere.  
In an interview with Janette Fishell, Eben confessed to the influence of Janáček‘s 
music and pointed to the organ solos in movement IV ―Credo‖ and movement VII 
                                                 
20 Peter Franklin, ―Mahler, Gustav,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. S. Sadie and 
John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001) vol. 15, p. 602. 
21 Landgren, p. 29. 
22 Eben, booklet notes to CD Eben: Organ Music vol. 1, Victoria VCD 19080, Norway; Hyperion Records 
CDA67194, London, pp. 6-7.  
23 Ibid., p. 5 
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―Postludium‖ of the Glagolitic Mass as very significant for his own creative 
development.
24
   
When I started in the year of 1950 to study composition, I was fascinated 
by the music of Janáček, Bartók, Stravinsky, and Prokofiev, and in that 
moment, I was already in opposition to socialist realism.
25
  
 
One can speculate that those organ solos in Janáček became a model for Eben‘s late 
cantata Vater der Lichter (2001), in which the solo and choral movements are divided by 
an organ prelude, three interludes, and postlude.
26
 Janette Fishell links the style of 
Janaček and Eben as due to very personal and emotional expression27; in fact, both 
composers were organ players and their compositional styles were influenced by the 
expressive potential of the instrument.  
Eben also admired Messiaen, who was for him a model as a believer and 
musician. Eben‘s favorite work by Messiaen was Trois Petites Liturgies.28 There are 
similarities between the two composers. First, both wrote a large amount of music on 
religious subjects. Second, for both of them the organ was the preferred instrument for 
performance. Third, they both developed their own stylistic features at times when new 
music experiments were flourishing. Fourth, both composers borrowed ―pre-existing‖ 
material; Messiaen borrowed melodic material from Eastern cultures, while Eben turned 
to Gregorian chant and folklore. In addition, both men were fascinated by the ancient 
Greek rhythms. Finally, each composer developed a distinctive musical style: for 
Messiaen it was the melodic and rhythmic modes and birdsong quotes, while Eben‘s 
music had a rhythmic vitality, using polytonality and various modes borrowed from 
                                                 
24 Janette Fishell, ―Organ Music of Petr Eben,‖ p. 12. 
25 Eben, in Landgren, p. 30. 
26 Vítová, p. 151. 
27 Fishell, ―Organ Music of Petr Eben,‖ p. 12. 
28 Vondrovicová, p. 33.  
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folklore to create a very descriptive music language in which the tritone is significant. 
Based on the above comparison, it is probably correct to conclude that Eben was 
influenced by the older Messiaen and by his methods to achieve an individual style by 
incorporating various melodic sources into it. 
Olivier Messiaen is for me a model of the modern contemporary 
composer. He has his own personal language, his specific sources of 
inspiration (Indian rhythms, bird songs, spiritual themes), and he also has 
his own modal system. But all this he used with a scientific consideration 
and spontaneous musicality.
29
 
 
The fact that he pointed exactly to these characteristics of Messiaen‘s music indicates that 
Eben used similar methods in the search for his own source of inspiration and in the 
creation of his individual language. The two composers met a few times
30
 and in 1987 
Eben performed in a concert with Messiaen in Angers, France.
31
 
Texts—the Source of Inspiration  
Text held a great significance for Eben and often was the first source of 
inspiration for the initial compositional process provoking the composer‘s inventiveness. 
Petr Eben‘s text selections can be grouped as sacred, spiritual, and secular texts in various 
languages, but his preference was for Latin sacred texts. He carefully chose the texts he 
turned into music: 
I am very much dependent on texts, which I set to music; I look long and 
hard for them, because not every one sounds right to me.
32
 
 
In order to have valuable texts in hand, Eben kept a file of ―extra, stock texts‖ of poetry 
and quotations, and added to the file any text he found appealing or poignant.
33
 Eben 
                                                 
29 Landgren, p. 30.  
30 Eben, in Fishell, ―A Conversation with Petr Eben,‖ p. 55. 
31 Vondrovicová, p. 163.  
32 Eben, in Vondrovicová, p. 87. 
33 Vondrovicová, p. 87. 
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confessed that he never had abstract ideas for music, but that they usually were provoked 
by specific texts. Even more, the text‘s structure often played a leading role in the final 
musical form: 
….for myself I must admit that a musical idea never occurs to me without 
a relationship to a specific text, or even to a specific instrument …. And 
so, in the beginning first there is the commission or intent to write a 
specific composition. And only after, on this foundation, fantasy works.
34
 
 
Through texts, Petr Eben communicated ideas and thus he sought texts that 
expressed significant themes such as love, death, humanity and peace. 
… for art there must be chosen subjects which in some way are long 
lasting… I prefer such texts… which have a longer duration, which are 
buried for a long time…35 
 
Each composition is organized around a central theme or idea. The text is more than just 
words to put into music; it provides the emotion and influences the set of musical devices 
which Eben uses to create a musical character. I have found that Eben often selects from 
textual sources only those lines and sentences applicable to a general audience and people 
from all religions, nations, ethnicities and educational levels. He often repeats significant 
words or lines. 
A devout Catholic, Eben was most interested in religious texts which 
communicated his strong Christian beliefs and his humanist position about important 
moral categories: ―And the word God has many synonyms, such as love, truth, 
mercifulness….‖36 Those are, in fact, the themes of his sacred works, and the Czech 
musicologist Eva Vítová remarks: ―Petr Eben sang much to the celebration of life and the 
                                                 
34 Vondrovicová, pp. 59-60. 
35 Evans, p. 113. 
36 Vondrovicová, p. 39. 
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praise of God.‖37 Encountering sacred texts for Eben was always ―elevation and 
purification, a turning away from ordinary life with its passions and difficulties … a 
touch of the eternal—and who would not yearn for it.‖38 Eben brought to his audience 
each religious text as a symbol of belief; he believed that people need to turn more often 
to God and express their gratefulness: 
I believe that our century is profoundly lacking in gratitude: gratitude to 
those around us, to life itself, and above all to its Creator. There are 
complaints, grievances and perhaps even indolence, but no gratitude at all. 
So perhaps the most urgent task of Art is to praise; otherwise, ―the stones 
would cry out.‖39  
 
Eben was both a religious and spiritual person and he was convinced that one 
should have the oportunity to find his or her own way.  
All beliefs are questions inside each person; each one must find his own 
way. But, one should have the opportunity for orientation and choice.
40
  
 
The a cappella motet Ubi caritas et Amor, commissioned in 1964, is an expression of 
Eben‘s fundamental beliefs. The composer commented that the composition‘s text is ―the 
very kernel of all religion.‖ Speaking about the first sentence of the text, Eben pointed to 
the most universal feeling meaningful to all humans, without regard for religious 
attachment—love. Love has a central position in all aspects of human life, art and poetry; 
the above quotation makes clear that for Eben love was a fundamental feeling, an 
expression of the possibility for unity between all people transcending religion, and a 
central subject of his music. The text of Ubi caritas illustrates Eben‘s point: 
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. 
Congregavit nos in unum Christi amor. 
Exultemus, et in ipso iucundemur. 
Timeamus, et amemus Deum vivum.  
Where there is charity and love, God is there.                                       
The love of Christ has gathered us together.                         
Let us rejoice and be glad in it. 
Let us revere and love the living God.                                       
                                                 
37 Vítová, p. 157. 
38 Vondrovicová, p. 41. 
39 Eben, score preface to Laudes (London: United Music Publishers, c1979). 
40 Vondrovicová, p. 39. 
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Et ex corde diligamus nos sincero. 
 
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. 
Simul ergo cum in unum congregamur:                       
Ne nos mente dividamur caveamus.  
Cessent iurgia maligna, cessent lites. 
Et in medio nostri sit Christus Deus.  
 
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. 
Simul quoque cum beatis videamus,  
Glorianter vultum tuum, Christe Deus.  
Gaudium quod est immensum, atque probum:  
Saecula per infinita saeculorum. Amen. 
And from a sincere heart let us love one another.  
Where charity and love are, God is there.                                         
Likewise, therefore, when we come together, let us 
be united as one; Lest we in mind be divided, let us 
beware. 
Let us cease all quarrels and strife.                
And let Christ dwell in the midst of us.                          
 
Where there is charity and love, God is there.                                            
May we also see, along with the blessed, 
the glory of your face, O Christ. 
And let there be immeasurable joy      
both now and for evermore. Amen.
41
 
 
A large number of Eben‘s sacred works, with texts selected from the Bible, the 
Psalms, and the Liturgy, are in Latin. There are a number of reasons for this preference. 
First, Latin is the language of the Catholic Church and a symbol of Christianity, and as 
such is familiar to many people around the world. Second, Eben considered the 
accessibility of Latin in terms of ―easy‖ pronunciation and being a ―connector‖ for the 
singers from different nations.
42
 Third, for Eben the Latin and Greek languages carried a 
reference to historical times with their ―timelessness and everlasting relevance.‖43 In 
addition, he especially admired the phonetic quality of Latin and Greek, and noted that 
languages influence the musical intonation and melody of a composition.
44
 Lastly, during 
the totalitarian period 1948-1989, the writing of religious music was not approved by 
Communist officials in general; thus, works in Latin were often a secure way to avoid 
censure and were favored by many of the leading composers during that period. After the 
fall of Communism in 1989, compositions on Latin texts were an expression of joy and 
gratefulness.  
                                                 
41 Ron Jeffers, Translations and Annotations of Choral Repertoire: Volume I, Sacred Latin Texts 
(Earthsongs, 1988), p. 229. 
42 Eben, in Vítová, p. 314. 
43 Eben, in Ibid., p. 313.  
44 Vondrovicová, p. 88. 
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An exemplary work is the oratorio Sacred Symbols, op. 108. Eben assembled the 
libretto from the Old and New Testaments, but the initial inspiration came from Romano 
Guardini‘s book, Sacred Signs (1930). Eben provided quotations from the book as a 
textual motto for each movement, which in concert performance would be read before 
each movement was sung, and if performed during the liturgy would be written in the 
bulletin for the day.
45
 The oratorio reflects on some of the most important symbols of 
Catholicism, such as the door, incense, altar, calyx and bell. 
Another instance of a religious Latin text is the cycle for mixed choir Psalmi 
peregrini (2001), based on Psalms 120, 122, 130, and 133. Eben commented that at that 
point in his life the Psalm texts were very close to him.
46
 The selections from ―ascent 
psalms‖ are prayers for peace for the violent contemporary world, as they ask God for 
support. The texts also demonstrate the direction of Eben‘s thought and his quest for 
internal peace. In 2002 he wrote another work for mixed choir, Psalm 96, ―O Sing unto 
the Lord,‖ praising the universal God as most just in his creations.  
Symbols 
Christian religious symbols are interwoven in Eben‘s music language into a 
number of ways: through texts, as ideas, as word painting, as musical iconic 
representations, and as instrumentation. Eben developed a web of symbols in order to 
make reference to religious objects, and to send his message to the listener.
47
 For 
instance, in Sacred Symbols each movement represents a specific sign of the Catholic 
Church. Thus, ―Entrance‖ is a symbol of the door which leads to God‘s house and 
                                                 
45 P. Eben, Sacred Symbols, score preface (Mainz, Germany: Schott Musik International, 2000). 
46 Vítová, p. 141. 
47 Landgren developed his dissertation around the message of Eben‘s works.  
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separates the outer world and sacred inner world.
48
 ―Incense‖ represents ―the prayers of 
the saints‖… ―[It] desires only to adore and thank God.‖49 With these and other symbols, 
namely the ―Altar,‖ ―Holy Grail,‖ and ―Bell,‖ together with the textual mottos, Eben 
programmed the work‘s movements. A later oratorio, Anno Domini, celebrates the six 
most significant Church feasts of the year; each one becomes a symbol for a separate 
movement such as Advent, Easter, or Holy Week.
50
  
Eben interwove into his works the two most recognizable symbols of Christianity, 
the cross and bells. An iconic representation of the cross can be observed in the cantata In 
honorem Caroli. Eben insinuated it in the musical fabric as a short melodic motif which 
points in the four cardinal directions and resembles the cross (Example 2.1).  
Example 2.1: Eben: In honorem Caroli, p. 56 
© 1982 Editio Supraphon, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
    
At the end of the work (p. 56) he sets this cross motif in canon as a symbol of love and 
victory over sin and death to the words ―in memoriam,‖ which also comprises text 
painting. A similar approach is seen in Pragensia, where, in the opening of the prologue, 
Eben sets another musical representation of the Christian cross in the viola da gamba part 
which, supported by bells and cimbalom has the same ―in memoriam‖ meaning (Example 
2.2).  
                                                 
48 Romano Guardini, Sacred Signs (London: Sheed &Ward, 1937), pp. 28-29. 
49 Ibid., p. 48. 
50 Vítová, p. 175. 
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Example 2.2: Eben: Pragensia, Cross, p. 17 
© 1977 Editio Supraphon, Praha.Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
An iconic music representation of a cross can also be observed in the ―Bell‖ 
movement of Sacred Symbols (p. 69, mm. 11-12; p. 70, mm 17-18, mm. 19-20; p. 80, 
mm. 104-105). Here, the cross-shaped melodic contour evokes the image of bells and 
refers to Deus (God). It sets the lyrics ―benigne ut per‖ (generously, kindly you for), ―ad 
praemium‖ (to reward), and ―et cum melodia‖ (and with melody) using word painting 
(Example 2.3). 
Example 2.3: Eben: Sacred Symbols, Cross Melodic Contours, p. 69-70 (mm. 11-12, mm. 
19-20) 
            
Petr Eben, HEILEGE ZEICHEN © 2000 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz-Germany    All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors LLC, sole US and Canadian agent for 
Schott Music, Mainz-Germany 
 
Comparison of these music examples demonstrates that Eben intentionally instilled the 
cross intonation as a reference to God, but also as a reference to human achievements 
which are victorious over death.  
Church bells, a musical symbol of the Church, also have a solid place in Eben‘s 
works. Known from antiquity and adopted by Christianity, they are a reference to the 
eternal. They refer to gathering, calling the faithful to worship and prayer. Finally, bells 
ring out a ―message for the wide world, the message from God without bounds or end, 
the message of desire and of endless consolation.‖51 In fact, the treatment of bells and 
                                                 
51 Guardini, Sacred Signs, p. 78. 
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bell-like melodic material is similar in Pragensia (pp. 36-38, pp. 72-76), In Honorem 
Caroli (pp. 56-58) and Sacred Symbols (the ―Bell‖ movement), as Eben places them in 
overlap or in imitation, symbolizing the endless message of God.  
The transfer of church symbols into music is most evident in the quotations of 
plainchant Eben widely uses. For instance, in the oratorio Anno Domini each movement 
represents a church season and is introduced by an appropriate Gregorian chant.
52
 The 
use of plainchant, as an iconic representation of Catholicism, is discussed later in Chapter 
3. Often, the shape of the melodic phrase depends on the text or main symbol. Eben 
pointed to his music symbolism in the preface to the Vier geistliche Festgesänge (1993): 
The augmentation of the intervals of the main theme from perfect fourth to 
augmented fourth, then to fifth, sixth and octave can be regarded as a 
symbol: as a message from God which is spread all over the world.
53
  
 
Spiritual Texts 
A second large group of Eben‘s compositions is based on spiritual poetry and 
prose texts by philosophers, and by or about religious persons, ranging from the ninth to 
the seventeenth centuries. Here, one finds texts by Notker Balbulus (ninth century), 
Martyr St. Adalbert of Prague (tenth century), by St. Francis of Assisi (thirteenth century) 
by Thomas à Kempis (fifteenth century), by St. Teresa of Avila (sixteenth century), by 
the German cardinal Nicolaus Cusanus (fifteenth century), by the Czech teacher and 
scientist John Comenius (seventeenth century), and poetry influenced by the French 
Catholic devotee Charles Péguy (1873-1914). These spiritual texts reveal Eben‘s 
fascination with and appreciation of the lives, works and ideas of these historical figures. 
Thematically, the texts are varied, yet by and large these texts have in common their 
                                                 
52 Eben, in Vítová, p. 240.  
53 Eben, score preface to Vier geistliche Festgesänge (Mainz; New York: Schott Music, 1998). 
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religious and spiritual character with regard to the nature and purpose of humankind. The 
table below demonstrates the prevalence of prayers, praise of God, moral lessons, hope 
and depictions of paradise. 
Table 2.2: Eben: Choral Works on Spiritual Texts 
Date Title Text/date  Performing Forces 
1970 Cantica Comeniana John Amos Comenius  
(17 c.) 
cycle of 10 songs for mixed 
choir, and female choir with 
fipple flute  
1987 Cantico delle creature Poem by St. Francis of 
Assisi (12 c). 
mixed choir a cappella 
1992 Two mixed choruses on text by 
St. Teresa 
Texts by St. Teresa (16 c.) mixed choir 
1994 Spiritus Mundum Adunans Notker Balbulus (9 c.) mixed choir a cappella, or 
mixed choir with organ 
1995 Rhythmus de gaudiis Paradisi Poem by Thomas à Kempis 
(15 c.) 
mixed choir a cappella 
1996  De sancto Adalberto  male choir a cappella 
1998 Bilder der Hoffnung Cristine Blume after 
motives from Charles 
Péguy‘s Le Porche du 
Mystére de la Deuxième 
Vertu 
mixed choir a cappella and 
organ 
2000 Cusanus-Meditation Prayer by Nicolaus 
Cusanus (15 c.) 
tenor, mixed choir, harp, organ, 
string orchestra 
2001 Vater der Lichter Nicolaus Cusanus (15 c.) 2 solo voices, mixed choir, 
organ 
2002  Sancti Archangeli  3 solo voices and mixed choir, 
cycle of four songs 
2002 Prayer Text by St. Francis of 
Assisi (12 c). 
female choir and organ 
 
An example of Eben‘s use of a spiritual text is the Cantico delle creature (1987). 
The poem of St. Francis of Assisi, in Old Italian, celebrates God with praise and 
thanksgiving for all his creations. The poem points to the earth, sun, moon, stars, water, 
fire, wind, animals, flowers, grass and fruits.  
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Table 2.3: Text, Cantico delle creature by St. Francis of Assisi
54
 
Altissimu, onnipotente bon Signore,  
Tue so' le laude, la gloria e l'honore et onne 
benedictione. 
[Ad Te solo, Altissimo, se konfano,  
et nullu homo ène dignu te mentovare.] 
Laudato sie, mi' Signore  
cum tucte le Tue creature,  
spetialmente messor lo frate Sole, lo qual è iorno,  
et allumini noi per lui.  
Et ellu è bellu e radiante cum grande splendore:  
de Te, Altissimo, porta significatione. 
 
 
Laudato si', mi Signore, per sora Luna e le stelle:  
in celu l'ài formate clarite et pretiose et belle. 
 
Laudato si', mi' Signore, per frate Vento et per aere 
et nubilo et sereno et onne tempo, per lo quale,  
a le Tue creature dài sustentamento. 
 
Laudato si', mi Signore, per sor'Acqua. la quale è 
multo utile et humile et [pretiosa] et casta. 
 
Laudato si', mi Signore, per frate Focu,  
per lo quale ennallumini la nocte:  
ed ello è bello et iocundo et robustoso et forte. 
 
Laudato si', mi Signore, per sora nostra matre Terra, 
la quale [ne sustenta et governa, et] produce diversi 
fructi con coloriti fior et herba. 
 
[Laudato si', mi Signore, per quelli che perdonano 
per lo Tuo amore et sostengono infirmitate et 
tribulatione. Beati quelli ke 'l sosterranno in pace, 
ka da Te, Altissimo, sirano incoronati.] 
 
Laudato s' mi Signore, per sora nostra Morte 
corporale, da la quale nullu homo vivente po' 
skappare: [guai a quelli ke morrano ne le peccata 
mortali; beati quelli ke trovarà ne le Tue 
sanctissime voluntati, ka la morte secunda no 'l 
farrà male.] 
 
Laudate et benedicete mi Signore 
 et rengratiate e serviateli cum grande humilitate. 
Most High, Omnipotent, Good Lord, 
Thine be the praises, the glory, and the honor and 
every blessing. 
[To Thee alone, Most High, do they belong 
and no man is worthy to mention Thee.] 
 
May Thou be praised, my Lord,  
with all Thy creatures, 
especially mister brother sun, of whom is the day, 
and Thou enlightenest us through him. 
And he is beautiful and radiant with a great 
splendor: 
of Thee, Most High, does he convey the meaning.  
 
May Thou be praised, my Lord, for sister moon and 
the stars,in heaven Thou has made them clear and 
precious and beautiful. 
May Thou be praised, my Lord, for brother wind, 
and for the air and the cloudy and the clear weather 
and every weather, through which to all Thy 
creatures Thou givest sustenance. 
May Thou be praised, my Lord, for sister water, 
who is very useful and humble and [precious] and 
chaste. 
May Thou be praised, my lord, for brother fire, 
through whom Thou illuminest the night, 
and he is handsome and jocund and robust and 
strong. 
May Thou be praised, my Lord, for our sister, 
mother earth, who [sustains us and governs, and] 
produces various fruits with colored flowers and 
green plants. 
[May Thou be praised, my Lord, for those who 
forgive for the sake of Thy love, 
and endure infirmity and tribulation. 
Blessed those who endure them in peace,  
because by Thee, Most High, will they be crowned.] 
May Thou be praised, my Lord, for our sister, 
bodily death, whom no man living can escape  
[Woe to those, who die in mortal sin:  
blessed those whom she will find in Thy most holy 
desires, because the second death will do them no 
evil.] 
 
Praise and bless my Lord, 
and give Him thanks and serve Him with great 
humility! 
 
                                                 
54 The translation is by Fr. Kajetan Esser (A Publication of The Franciscan Archive) 
http://members.tripod.com/romeartlover/Assisi3.html (Accessed October 28, 2008). 
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It is evident from the table that Eben cut a large section from the text (shown in italics in 
brackets). Eben emphasized the line ―Morte corporale, da la quale nullu homo vivente po' 
skappare‖ by numerous repetitions in the score. He also added a final ―Altissimo,‖ 
framing the composition and creating a symbolic motto. The composer reflected on the 
text of the work and his musical setting: 
This early Italian text by St. Francis is one of the first examples of Italian 
poetry. It has inspired many composers with its great abundance of 
contrasts. My setting of ―The Song of the Sun‖ is not grandiloquent but 
rather suffused with a cheerful liveliness which comes close to the 
original, humble character of the poem.
55
 
 
The ―cheerful liveliness‖ which Eben sensed in the text found its musical expression in 
playful varied rhythm, bravura passages as ostinato imitations in alto and tenor, and 
dramatic contrasts (p. 12 of the score).  
In Rhythmus de gaudiis Paradisi (1995), written for the Cork International Choral 
Festival in 1996, Eben again set a spiritual text. The medieval poem by Thomas à 
Kempis
56
 depicts Paradise. Particular lines from the full text—―They sing praises to their 
Creator,‖ ―Harmonious is the voice of all,‖ and ―O how blessed is that Community‖57—
describe the happiness and the optimistic, light, and joyful spirit that Eben sought to 
capture. Through these lyrics, Eben unveiled to the listener his dream—the hope that 
Earth, where there is so much pain, humiliation, and suffering, may become as happy a 
place as Paradise is. Through the text springs his message: be grateful to the Creator, 
because he leads us to ―such great glory.‖58 
 
                                                 
55 Landgren, p. 88. 
56 Thomas à Kempis was a fifteenth-century mystic whose writings had a devotional character. He belonged 
to a school of mystics dispersed along the Rhine in what is France, Switzerland and the Netherlands today.  
57 Rhythmus de gaudiis Paradisi, text translation in English by Fr. Seán Cotter.  
58 Ibid. 
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Historical Sources 
Evá Vítová has already noted Eben‘s preferences for texts written in past 
centuries.
59
 Possible reasons for such choices could be Eben‘s fascination with history, 
his need to bring valuable content to the listener, and his desire to disconnect from his 
current time as a way of disagreeing with the political system. His strong interest in 
historical and religious themes, subjects and traditions is obvious from his text selections. 
For instance, the oratorio Apologia Sokratus brought listeners the culture of the ancient 
Greeks through the words of Plato. The Truvérská mše (1969) was inspired by the 
troubadour traditions of the Middle Ages.  
One of Eben‘s most successful works, the cantata Pragensia (1972), subtitled 
―Three Renaissance Scenes with Prolog,‖ is based on an original text by Prague‘s bell-
maker Vavřinec Křička. The text is an authentic sixteenth-century instruction manual for 
building a Singing Fountain in the Gardens of Prague Castle.  
Sometimes, though, we sense a feeling of silent beauty. In the words of 
Schopenhauer, ―architecture is frozen music.‖60 
 
According to Eben, Pragensia is ―a plea for peace and harmony in our days.‖61 To 
Vavřinec Křička‘s instructional text Eben added the concluding phrase, ―Vanity 
Vanitatum, Omnia Vanitas‖ (Vanity of Vanities, all is vanity), about which he explained: 
I do not want to diminish the efforts and merits of the alchemists; after all, 
to search is the human lot and much that was needed originated back then 
in those dark workshops. Humankind will look further for medicines 
against illness and death. It is vain, however, to hope that wealth and long 
life can increase the measure of human happiness.
62
 
 
                                                 
59 Vítová, p. 164. 
60 Eben, preface to the 47th International Spring Festival program, Prague 1992, quoted in Landgren, p. 32. 
61 Vítová, p. 163.     
62 Eben, in Vondrovicová, p. 23. 
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Eben‘s musical marvel concerning old Prague‘s architecture was so inspiring that 
Pragensia was filmed twice. The film directed by Josef Kořán received a gold medal at 
the international New York Festival for musical film and TV works in 1981.
63
 
The cantata In Honorem Caroli (1978) celebrates the six hundredth anniversary of 
the death of Bohemian King and Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV, who brought 
Bohemia to remarkable economic and cultural flowering during his reign. He founded the 
oldest university in Central Europe in Prague in 1347. For this cantata, Eben selected a 
text from the writings of Charles IV preserved at Charles University‘s archives.64  
Another work commemorating a historical figure is Cusanus Meditationen 
(2000). Eben selected a text from the writings of German medieval philosopher and 
theologian Nicolaus Cusanus and set it to music for the six hundredth anniversary of 
Cusanus‘ birth, which was celebrated in 2001.65  
Other Literary Sources 
Eben enjoyed setting ancient Latin and Greek poetry to music. His interest in the 
beauty of the ancient Latin poetry of Ovid (Publious Ovidious Naso, 43 BC- 17 AD) 
inspired the male chorus Epithaph, op. 15, and the female chorus cycle Medicamina 
sempiterna, op. 84. Eben‘s interest in ancient philosophy and Greek language and its 
sound inspired his first oratorio, Apologia Sokratus, for which he transliterated the text 
into the Roman alphabet.
66
 In 1974, he wrote another work on a Greek text, a cycle of 
nine female choral songs, Řecký slovník, op. 60 (Greek Dictionary). Here, Eben selected 
a word-symbol, such as pride, virtue, anger, death, argument, grief, love, joy, and 
                                                 
63 Vondrovicová, p. 23. 
64 Eben, in Vítová, p. 231.  
65 Eben, Cusanus Meditations, score preface (Mainz: Schott Music International, 2001), ED 9403. 
66 Eben, score preface. 
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happiness, and captured its connotation in each piece. The fourth song, ―Love and 
Friendship,‖ and the ninth, ―Joy and Happiness,‖ are based on two related words, 
portraying two different increasing emotional levels.  
Eben‘s poetic selections also include texts by Goethe, Rilke, Kafka, and Arthur 
Simon. A play by Stefan Zweig based on a biblical story held a special significance for 
Eben. He encountered the play in the 1950s and waited over forty years for the 
opportunity to realize it in music.
67
 He turned it into the church-opera Jeremias (1997). 
The text fascinated him as he had Jewish roots and felt related to the Jewish people. In 
addition, the text gave him the opportunity to draw parallels with the political and social 
situation in his country.
68
 Eben turned the nine scenes of the drama into a libretto. 
Jeremias has five scenes: ―The Awakening of the Prophet,‖ ―The Warning,‖ ―The 
Meeting with the King,‖ ―The Trials of Jeremiah,‖ and ―The Eternal Road.‖69  
Czech poetry, with its often symbolic and allegorical meaning, appealed to Eben 
and he set to music texts by Vítězslav Nezval,70 Jaroslav Seifert, and Jan Skácel.71 Two 
instances of such symbolic texts are the early cantata Hořká hlína (Bitter Day, 1960) on 
pre-war poetry from the collection Zhasněte světla by Jaroslav Seifert,72 and Noc on a 
text by romantic poet Karel Hynek Mácha (1810-1836),
73
 who for Czechs became an idol 
                                                 
67 Vítová, p. 173. 
68 Ruth Forsbach, ―Petr Eben‘s Church Opera Jeremias,‖ in A Tribute to Petr Eben, p. 134. 
69 Ibid., pp. 136-137. 
70 V. Nezval (1900-1958) was one of the most prolific avant-garde Czech writers, considered the founder of 
the Czech Surrealist movement. His development is divided into three periods: Poeticism (1924-34), 
Surrealism (1936-40), and Socialist Realism (1945-1960).  
71 The poetry of Jan Skácel (1922-1989) was banned by the Communists after 1968 and was circulated in 
hand-written copies and Padlock Edition typed copies. In his two books, The Fault of Peaches and Small 
Nuts for a Black Parrot, unofficially published outside the country, he captured and expressed the anxiety 
of the Czech people during the occupation. He received the Petrarch Prize for Poetry in the spring of 1989 
and in the fall of 1989 the Prize for Central European Literature.  
72 The Czech poet Jaroslav Seifert (1901-1986) was the 1984 Nobel Prize winner for literature. 
73 Mácha‘s poem Máj (May) is regarded as a classic of Czech Romantic literature. 
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and symbol of a romantic rebellion against society. By turning to a ―decadent‖ poetry, 
Eben again expressed his disagreement with the Communist regime.  
Eben‘s attraction to folk poetry, ―lidové písnĕ,‖ is revealed mostly in his early 
works, such as the three early cantatas Balady (Ballads), Starodavne čarování milému 
(The Lover’s Magic Spell) and Píseň o kalinĕ (Song about Kalina). The most 
extraordinary of these in terms of lyrics is The Lover’s Magic Spell (1957), which besides 
the controversies about its character,
74
 brought the composer international recognition. 
For this work Eben turned to archaic love incantation folk tales from the Wallachia 
region.
75
 Eben commented on the text: 
It‘s an old text from our folklore….It‘s a young girl who is speaking to the 
sun and asking that the sun might influence her boy to think only of her 
and to be with her and so on.
76
 
 
O vlastovkach a divkach (Swallows and Maidens, 1960), Neštástná vojna (Unhappy War, 
1978), and a large number of folk song arrangements are also based on folk poetry. 
Dualism as a Thematic and Musical Source 
There is no doubt that Eben‘s frightening experience during WWII and in the 
Buchenwald camp instilled in him a permanent interest in the human psyche. He 
questioned and explored the boundaries of the human soul torn between its opposite 
sides, and the human capacity to do good or evil. In Eben‘s works one can find 
dichotomous themes, such as life-death, love-death, good-evil, and love-hate. Instances 
of such dualities appear in Hořká hlína, Apologia Sokratus, Láska a Smrt (Love and 
Death), Curses and Blessings, In honorem Caroli, and many other works. He worked 
                                                 
74 Evans, p. 125. Eben was criticized by both communist officials and church authorities for the 
―inappropriate‖ text he selected for the composition. 
75 The text of the work was translated into German, as it was published by Bärenreiter. 
76 Evans, p. 67. 
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with these contrasting categories in the same manner that he worked with contrasting 
musical themes.  
The love/life and death binary opposition has a central position in Eben‘s output. 
Eben persistently returned to this subject so as to release memories from Buchenwald and 
thoughts about the world. The significance of the life-death dualism can be seen in 
Eben‘s early works; he commented that the ―Elegia‖ in his Suita Balladica (1955) is a 
lament in memory of the dead in the mass graves that the prisoners dug from morning to 
evening. He described the subsequent ―Toccata‖ as a symbol of the dynamism and power 
of the human soul, which does not allow humiliation and subjugation to take over.
 77
  
These same oppositions are found in the a cappella cycle Láska a Smrt (Love and 
Death, 1958) based on Czech, Moravian, and Slovenian folk poetry. The cycle develops 
the idea of inescapable unity; thus, life without love comes to death as an expected 
resolution. An excerpt from the text of the last song points to the love unity in death:  
Table 2.4: Eben: Láska a Smrt, ―Utonulý‖ (―Drowned‖) 
Brodil Janko konĕ v Polanskej dolinĕ. 
Konĕ nad vodů, Janíček pod vodů. 
Koníčky řehtali, jakoby plakali,  
Janka hledali. 
Milá nemeškala, 
k rybářom bĕţela. 
Rybáři, zatahujte moře,  
utopilo se mi potĕšení moje. 
Najprv klobúček vytáhli, potom širáček vytáhli,  
potřetí zatáhli, Janóška vytáhli,  
Toli je ta ryba, mému srdcí milá. 
Milá nemeškala, 
k zvonařum bĕţala. 
Zvonaři, zvoňte na vše strany,  
utopilo se mi moje potĕšení. 
Milá nemeškala, 
k stolařům bĕţala. 
Janko waded his horses in Polansky valley. 
Horses above the water, Janíček under the water. 
The horses neighed, as though crying,  
they searched for Janko.  
The sweetheart did not hesitate,  
she ran to the fisherman. 
―Fisherman, drag the sea,  
my joy has drowned.‖ 
First they pulled out his little hat, then his large hat, 
a third time dragged the net and pulled out Janóšek,  
This is the fish, dear to my heart. 
The sweetheart did not hesitate,  
she ran to the bell-makers. 
―Bell-makers, ring the bells on all sides, 
my joy has drowned.‖ 
The sweetheart did not hesitate,  
she ran to the carpenters. 
 
                                                 
77 P. Eben, Suita Balladica, preface (Praha: Bärenreiter Editio Supraphon, 1993). 
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Table 2.4 continued 
Stoláři, dĕlajte mi truhlu,  
velikú, širokú co dvá do ní lehnú, 
milý se svú milú. 
Milá nemeškala, 
k hrobařům bĕţala. 
Hrobaři, ukopte mi jamu, velikú, širokú, 
co dvá do ní lehnú, 
Janóšek a i já 
lehneme oba dvá. 
―Carpenters, make me a coffin,  
big, wide, so that two could lie down in it,  
a boyfriend with his sweetheart.‖ 
The sweetheart did not hesitate,  
she ran to the gravediggers: 
―Gravediggers, dig such a large hole for me  
that two could lie down in it,  
Janóšek and I, as well, 
will lie down together.‖ 
 
In his article ―The Love Theme in the Works of Petr Eben‖ Ratibor Budiš comments that 
love is the most important thematic area of Eben‘s early period,78 and we will see that it 
was still important to him in his late period. The love-death duality appears in Sloky 
Lásky (1963, for tenor solo, male choir and reciter), in Apologia Sokratus, Curses and 
Blessings, and many other works. Often, the works‘ titles point directly to the thematic 
contradictions grounded in their compositional fabric.  
Another binary opposition, good and evil, received significant consideration in 
Eben‘s works. The conflict between good and evil is brought to life in such works as the 
organ cycles Laudes (1964), Faust (1980), and Job (1987). Eben‘s position on the 
supremacy of God and the ultimate mission of art is represented in all of them. The works 
discussed in the following chapters, Apologia Sokratus and Curses and Blessings, 
incorporate these binary oppositions as well; the victory of good over evil, the victory of 
life over death, and the supremacy of God over all. An allegorical expression of the same 
binary opposition can be found in Noc (1986, The Night), where the oppositions are dark 
night versus bright night.  
That for Eben poetry was often the initial beginning of composition is indicated 
by the fact that even some of his instrumental compositions were inspired by poetic 
                                                 
78 Ratibor Budiš, ―Milostná tematika v díle Petra Ebena,‖ Hudební Vĕda 2, no. 3 (1965), p. 441. 
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sources. For instance, the cycle of five piano pieces Dopisy Mileně (Letters to Milena, 
1990) is a work based on Franz Kafka‘s letters. The large improvisatory organ 
composition The Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart (2002),
79
 based on 
verses from the Bible, Goethe, and Comenius,
80
 is intended for performance with spoken 
text. Eben envisioned the work performed by ―a Catholic organist on a Presbyterian 
organ with a Baptist narrator.‖81 Eben‘s late organ work Meditation on Biblical Texts 
(2003) again reveals the influence of literature on his compositional process. Finally, he 
wrote a paper (unpublished) in which he discussed in detail the meaning and importance 
of text for him.
82
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
79 Discussed in Vitová, p. 136. 
80 John A. Comenius (1592-1670). His novel from 1631 provided the title for Eben‘s composition The 
Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart. 
81 Graham Melville-Mason, ―Petr Eben,‖ in the [UK] newspaper Independent; www. independent.co.uk 
(Accessed March 3, 2008). 
82 Eben, in Vítová, ―Slovo a hudba‖ (―Text and Music‖), pp. 303-309. 
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CHAPTER 3 
FEATURES OF EBEN’S MUSICAL STYLE  
 
This chapter describes the different sides of Eben‘s musical style. The discussion 
will focus on selected a cappella and vocal-instrumental compositions, giving 
background information needed for the analysis of the two compositions, Apologia 
Sokratus and Curses and Blessings, under consideration in this study. 
Eben‘s musical style gradually changed over the years, but some of its features 
remained permanent. Eben was aware of the musical trends coming from Darmstadt in 
the 1960s; he explored the techniques, but found them unappealing for his musical 
expression.  
Just for the experience, I did try to compose something in a twelve-tone 
style, but it‘s not one which is near to me. I want to have access to the 
public, to the listener. I couldn‘t compose if I thought nobody would listen 
to it….1 
 
Eben‘s preferences for religious, philosophical, or historical texts led him to adopt 
a musical style with references to Gregorian chant and folklore, which together with his 
moderate use of contemporary techniques, in a period when other Czech composers took 
various experimental stylistic directions,
2
 became the hallmark of his highly individual 
style. In an interview with the organist Janette Fishell, Eben clarified that neither his 
                                                 
1 Martin Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ Fanfare 19, no. 6 (1996), p. 52. 
2 Some of the composers with interests in modern techniques are the so-called Group A in Brno: Josef 
Berg, Miloslav Ištvan, Jan Novák, Zdenĕk Pololáník, Pavel Blatný, Ctirad Kohoutek, Miloš Štědroň, and 
Alois Piňos; and the Prague New Music Group: Zbynĕk Vostřák, Vladimír Šrámek, Rudolf Komorous, and 
Marek Kopelent. 
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travels abroad nor the various commissions he received had changed his musical style, 
compared to many composers whose musical expressions altered after each trip abroad.
3
  
I always went quite steadily on my own way, in a persistent faithfulness to 
my style, which I of course gradually (hopefully) enriched by more 
sophisticated harmonic elements…. My first principle was always to be 
absolutely sincere and true to myself, whatever might happen in various 
fashionable trends in our country or abroad.
4
 
 
Summarizing the numerous characteristics of Eben‘s style, Janette Fishell describes it as 
an amalgam of ―Czech folksongs, German counterpoint, French lyricism and color, and 
Roman Catholic liturgy.‖5 
Eben‘s teaching method offers additional insight into his unusual compositional 
process and is an important tool for understanding most of his works. He states: 
The way I teach is a little different. Because working with motifs is quite 
important for me, I mostly start like that. You have something short. You 
don‘t know what you can do with it.… I start with one tone and ask 
myself: ―What can I do with one tone?‖ I can shift it up and down an 
octave, of course. And then, I add a second one, which offers all sorts of 
possibilities. Then comes the third one….6 
 
While the mission of Eben‘s music was unchanged, the gradual consolidation of 
his style becomes apparent when examining works of his from different periods. An 
amalgam of plainchant, folklore intonations, and rhythmic patterns, aleatoric segments 
and partial dodecaphonic rows, imitative techniques, bitonal language, and large 
quantities of quartal and secundal sonorities, these characteristics of Eben‘s style are seen 
in various degrees and combinations in different works. He sets these elements in layers, 
thus creating contrasts. This rhythmic, melodic, and modal layering is the foundation of 
                                                 
3
 Eben, quoted in Janette Fishell, ―The Organ Music of Petr Eben‖ (Diss., Northwestern University, 1988), 
p. 24. 
4
 Fishell, ―A Conversation with Petr Eben,‖ The American Organist 23, no. 2 (February, 1989): 54-55. 
5 Fishell, diss., p. 26. 
6 Martin Anderson, ―Fifty Years of Plus and Minus,‖ p. 44. 
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the complex net of contrasts and system of symbols through which Eben sends his 
intellectual and artistic message to the listener.  
Plainchant  
One of the most important distinguishing features of Eben‘s musical style is the 
Gregorian chant incorporated into many of his works. He believed that plainchant was 
one of the two strongest musical influences he experienced; it played a vital role for him 
in his childhood and later, when he was building his musical language.
7
            
There are three features of Gregorian chant which are so attractive for me: 
Firstly the simple, and at the same time, the monumental unison … 
secondly the lability (sic) of the harmony, which allows various 
possibilities … and thirdly the rhythmic freedom….8 
 
Eben first encountered plainchant as a little boy at the church in Česky Krumlov; it made 
such a strong impression that he continuously returned to it in his compositions Ubi 
Caritas, Salve Regina, Apologia Sokratus, Curses and Blessings, Pragensia, Prager Te 
Deum 1989, Missa cum Populo, and in his organ and orchestral works.  
 Gregorian chant quotations and paraphrases are the strongest iconic representation 
of Eben‘s Catholic faith. He often hid them in the musical fabric, sometimes using only a 
phrase or segment of a chant. The motet Ubi Caritas (1964) is framed by three quotations 
of the antiphon, each beginning a new textual verse. The work opens with a unison chant 
in the male choir; the second quotation is again in the male choir, while the third is in the 
female choir. The motet unfolds with the chant set in unison, in imitation, in antiphony, 
and in parallel quartal chords leading to the climax in the concluding three Amen 
exclamations.
9
 Eben took a similar approach to the chant, but on a larger scale, in his 
                                                 
7 Landgren, pp. 25-26. 
8 Landgren, p. 25. 
9 Petr Eben, Ubi Caritas et amor (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1965). 
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Prager Te Deum, where the plainchant hymn
10
 entries serve as a formal marker and 
melodically unify the composition.
11
 The work‘s introduction and epilogue feature the 
antiphon, rhythmically and intonationally modified.
12
 A brief hint of the first few notes of 
that same antiphon ―Ubi caritas‖ is observed in the opening and recapitulation of Cantico 
delle creature (1987)
13
 (Example 3.1). 
Example 3.1: Eben: Cantico delle creature, mm. 1-5 
© 1989 Editio Bärenrreiter Kassel. Used by permission. 
 
Here, Eben masks the chant intonation by modifying the rhythm to groups of triplets and 
eighth notes. In his Salve Regina (1973) the plainchant quotation comes almost at the end 
(mm. 45-48), in the male choir, shaping the climax.
14
 However, perfect fourths and fifths 
are indicative of the chant throughout the work. 
                                                 
10 Liber Usualis (Desclée & Co, Tournai, 1961), p. 1832. 
11 Extensive analyses of Te Deum appear in James Evans, ―The Choral Music of Petr Eben‖ (master‘s 
thesis, University College Cork, 1995) and Hyngmin Cho, ―Constancy and Changes in Peter Eben‘s Sacred 
Choral Works: An Overview‖ (DMA diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2007). 
12 Petr Eben, Prager Te Deum 1989 (Mainz : Schott, 1991). 
13 Petr Eben, Cantico delle creature (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1989). 
14 Petr Eben, Salve Regina (Bärenreiter, 1989), p. 7. Extensive analyses of Salve Regina appear in James 
Evans (1995) and Hyngmin Cho (2007). 
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Eben takes a more complex approach to the plainchant quotation in his cantata 
Pragensia (1972).
15
 Here, in the second movement, bell-like melodic material is 
enveloped by the plainchant where Eben combines the text of the introit ―Da pacem, 
Domine‖ with the beginning of the sequence ―Victimae paschali laudes.‖ 16 The 
numerous statements of the chant melody start after the introduction of the movement (p. 
60) in the soprano flûte à bec (soprano recorder) over a D-A pedal. The chant, almost 
unrecognizable, is accompanied by a countermelody in the alto recorder and figurations 
in the cimbalom. The vocal statement of the chant starts in the male voices (score, p. 61) 
in parallel fifths and octaves, and expands to include alto and mezzo-soprano in the 
second phrase.
17
  
A rhythmically varied statement of the chant (score, pp. 71-72) in the male voices 
prepares the climax, where the chant sounds simultaneously in the high register (soprano 
I and church bell) and low register (bass, alto recorder, and viola da gamba). The chant is 
twice as slow (pp. 74-75) as the vocal canon on the bell-like theme in unison and octaves 
(that started in the alto ten measures earlier). The chant is sung in Czech, while in the 
German-text version of the composition Eben sets it in Latin.
18
 
The above discussion demonstrates the significance of plainchant for Eben. His 
attraction to it is rooted in its notions of simplicity, its endless possibilities for 
harmonization, and the rhythmic freedom which he saw in it.
19
 The charming slower pace 
                                                 
15 Petr Eben, Pragensia (Praha: Editio Supraphon; Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1977).  
16 In Liber Usualis ―Da pacem, Domine‖ appears on p. 1056 and ―Victimae paschali laudes‖ on p. 780. 
17 Pragensia, pp. 60-61. 
18 Pragensia, pp. 74-75. A more detailed analysis of the cantata Pragensia appears in Oldřich Pulk, 
―Pragensia Petra Ebena,‖ Hudební vedá 12, no. 1 (1985): 24-38. 
19 Landgren, p. 25. 
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of the plainchant, in which Eben sensed the possibility of calming down our frantic 
contemporary nature,
20
 proved to be very inspirational for him.  
If we work today [in composition] with the principles of Gregorian chant, 
we need to supplement the contrast of its segmentation, which we do not 
perceive anymore today, with melodic-harmonic contrast, which we 
already spontaneously sense for each tune. And thus sometimes the author 
can supply the Gregorian chant with chromatic steps, support it by 
harmonic action and thus gain a new form, linking the demand of a 
spiritual objective with the demands of our contemporary musical 
perception. And there are more, not yet worked out possibilities 
available.
21
 
 
Eben supplemented the simplicity of plainchant with an extended chromatic vocabulary 
to create modern works that at the same time look retrospectively to historical traditions. 
On the use of chant during the Communist regime, Eben remembered: 
When I have used Gregorian chant in my compositions, it was intended as 
a hidden message. The officials weren‘t able to recognize it.22 
 
Eben sent the hidden message only to those listeners who could recognize the chant in the 
fabric of the piece, while the atheists and party officials had no idea. As noted above, 
plainchant is the quintessential representation of Catholic music and the strongest symbol 
Eben used in his music. In a way, the consistent use of chant can be viewed as a refined 
musical protest for religious, intellectual, and personal freedom; even more, plainchant 
was a statement of belief and optimism for the future during a period of restraints, and an 
expression of joy, liberty, thanksgiving, and gratitude after the 1989 revolution. 
Folklore  
Eben was a student when in 1953 he discovered the beauty and richness of folk 
music on a field trip to collect folk songs for the institute of Folk Music in Brno.
23
 In the 
                                                 
20 Vondrovicová, p. 73. 
21 Vondrovicová, p. 73. 
22 Eben, quoted in Evans, p. 52 
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Silesian villages, the composer collected, transcribed, and studied folk songs as his 
predecessors Smetana, Dvořák and Janáček had done in the past. This experience turned 
out to be very fruitful: 
The second source of my inspiration is folk music. As contemporary 
music is more and more complicated, it is necessary to return to the roots 
of music; the sap of them can guarantee us that the tradition will not dry 
up.
24
 
 
Borrowing elements from folklore and combining them with contemporary expression 
was Eben‘s response to the often experimental nature of contemporary musical language. 
The writers Janette Fishell, Evá Vítová, Kateřina Vondrovicová, and Stefan Daubner 
point to features of Eben‘s style which show the influence of folklore. Prominent in 
Eben‘s style are the melodic intervals of fourths, fifths, tritones, and sevenths; 
preferences for the Dorian, Lydian, Mixolydian, and some hybrid scales; and a rhythmic 
preference for ostinatos, pedals, punctuated rhythms and asymmetric meters.  
Modality versus Extended Tonality 
Eben especially prefers the Dorian, Lydian, and Mixolydian modes of eastern 
Moravia.
25
 From the New Grove we learn that ―Eastern Moravian music tends to be 
independent of the Western tonal system. Among the scale-types encountered are those 
that contain a tritone or minor 7th above the tonic.‖26 Being the same as the church 
modes, they provided Eben with an opportunity to smoothly combine plainchant with the  
melodic/rhythmic characteristics of Moravian song. Czech musicologist Jan Trojan points 
to the Lydian fourth, Mixolydian seventh, and Dorian sixth as the most characteristic 
                                                                                                                                                 
23 Evans, p. 42. 
24 Landgren, p. 28. 
25 Fishell, diss., p. 32. 
26 Marta Toncrová and Oskár Elschek, ―Czech Republic: Traditional Music,‖ in The New Grove Dictionary 
of Music and Musicians, vol. 6, p. 820. 
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intervals of the Moravian folk melos.
27
 He also points to hybrid scales, where two or 
three scale degrees, most often the third, sixth, and seventh, fluctuate, creating a melodic-
harmonic coloration described as ―fiddler‘s functions.‖28 These degree fluctuations create 
mode mixtures that are often observable even in a single song. These add a chromatic 
nuance to the scales, a characteristic feature that sets them apart from how the church 
modes are used. The strong Bohemian and Moravian fiddler tradition is presented in 
varied types of fiddler bands (including clarinet or bagpipe, fiddle, double bass and 
dulcimer in Moravia); in the fiddle/bagpipe duo, the fiddler provided the melody while 
the bagpipe played ―richly decorated ornamentation.‖29 Eben took full advantage of the 
hybrid scales. In fact, the fluctuating scale degrees typical of eastern Moravian traditional 
music became a characteristic of his language. An early instance of fluctuating scale 
degrees is found in Láska a Smrt (Love and Death, 1958). The fluctuations between 
Lydian and Mixolydian modes in the song ―Stálá láska‖ (score, p. 6) create a soft and 
peaceful narration. However, the scale fluctuations are more chromatic in Medicamina 
sempiterna. The later Psalmi peregrini (2001) display more sophisticated fluctuations 
and despite their more chromatic approach, have clear tonal cadences (Example 3.2). 
                                                 
27 Jan Trojan, Moravská lidová píseň: Melodica / harmonica (Praha: Editio Supraphon, 1980), p. 45.  
28 Trojan, pp. 44-50. 
29 Marta Toncrová, Oskár Elschek, ―Czech Republic: Traditional Music‖ The New Grove of Music and 
Musicians, vol. 6, p. 821. 
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Example 3.2: Eben: Psalmi peregrini, Psalmus 120, mm. 1-5 
 
Petr Eben, PSALMI PEREGRINI © 2001 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz-Germany       All Rights Reserved  
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors LLC, sole US and Canadian agent for 
Schott Music, Mainz-Germany 
 
Trojan states that the augmented fourth is one of the most often used archaic 
intervals in Moravian folk song.
30
 Also, he cites the Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian and 
Mixolydian tetrachords, and the seventh based on the overlap of two tetrachords, as 
equally archaic.
31
 Many of the typical features of eastern Moravian folk music, set down 
in a table by Janette Fishell,
32
 are present in Eben‘s works. Thus, a vital part of his 
expression centers on the melodic and harmonic perfect fourths and fifths, and tritones, 
and the second and its inversion, the seventh, all rooted in Moravian folk tunes. With 
these intervals, Eben often creates angular melodic lines, which can be observed in the a 
cappella cycle Medicamina sempiterna (1985) and cantata In Honorem Caroli (1978)
33
 
(Examples 3.3, 3.4, 3.5). 
 
                                                 
30 Trojan, p. 32.  
31 Ibid., p. 36. 
32
 Janette Fishell, ―The Organ Music of Petr Eben,‖ pp. 8-9. The table enumerates the melodic leaps of 
fourths and fifths, asymmetrical meters, ―pointed‖ (accented) rhythms and syncopations, use of tritone and 
flattened seventh, unclear tonal center or shift to the flat seventh throughout the song, motivic repetitions 
and irregular length of phrases.  
33 Petr Eben, In Honorem Caroli (Praha: Bärenreiter-Supraphon, 1982). 
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Example 3.3: Eben: Medicamina sempiterna, ―Da facie Formosa,‖ mm. 1-3.  
 
Petr Eben, MEDICAMINA SEMPITERNA © 1990 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz-Germany  
All Rights Reserved  
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors LLC, sole US and Canadian agent for 
Schott Music, Mainz-Germany 
 
Example 3.4: Eben: Medicamina sempiterna, ―De crinibus,‖ mm. 1-3. 
 
Petr Eben, MEDICAMINA SEMPITERNA © 1990 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz-Germany 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors LLC, sole US and Canadian agent for 
Schott Music, Mainz-Germany 
 
Example 3.5: Eben: In honorem Caroli, p. 17 
© 1982 Editio Supraphon, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
 
Three of Eben‘s early cantatas, Balady, op.14 (Ballades, 1957), Starodávné 
čarování milému (The Lover’s Magic Spell, 1957) and Piseň o kalině (Song for Kalina, 
1960), are folklore-influenced melodically and textually. For instance, the soprano solo 
from the second cantata, whose perfect fourths and fifths move in opposite directions, 
shows a close intonational resemblance to the ―old-style shepherds‖ improvisatory 
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techniques of eastern Moravia.
34
 Called halekačky (yodel songs), they were a genre of 
work songs used as signals, and display free rhythm and varieties of melodic turns. 
Toncrová writes, ―[T]he halekačky, was formed in the singing of children and girls, while 
pasturing livestock in Moravia and Silesia. They use a dialogic form of communication at 
a distance, which is reflected in the musical and textual structure, poetic and 
interpretational specialties of the songs.‖ 35 The following excerpt demonstrates this 
technique (Example 3.6).  
Example 3.6: Eben: Zauberspruch den Liebsten zu beschwören (The Lover’s Magic 
Spell), mm. 29-30 
© 1963 Bärenreiter Kassel. Used by permission.  
 
 
Modality is often an episodic and descriptive device in Eben‘s later works. For 
instance, in In Honorem Caroli, the Bb Mixolydian modal episode and folk-like dance 
melody in the choir describe nationalistic feelings and pride accompanying the text ―they 
would not have to go abroad to study.‖ This moment is supported by an F Phrygian 
countermelody in the orchestra (Example 3.7). 
                                                 
34 Magda Ferl Ţelinská and Edward J. P. O‘Connor, ―Czech Republic and Slovakia‖ in The Garland 
Encyclopedia of World Music: Europe (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 2000), p. 722. 
35 M. Toncrová, ―Halekačky—Pastoral Songs for Children in Moravia and Silesia,‖ Slovak Academy of 
Science, Studia Ethnomusicologica, vol. 1 (1999), p. 98. 
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Example3.7: Eben: Cantata In Honorem Caroli, Bb Mixolydian, p. 24.  
© 1982 Editio Supraphon, Praha.  
Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Later in the work, Eben turned to bimodality to illustrate the text. In Eben‘s own words, 
the counterpoint in the choir is an intended irony characterizing pedantic scholarship.
36
 
Eben confessed that he gradually developed his harmonic vocabulary. His 
harmonic language is a colorful mixture of extended tonality, polytonality and modality, 
features already discussed by Landgren, Fishell, Evans and Daubner. His works after the 
1970s demonstrate a more refined folkloric influence, seen less in intonation than in 
rhythm, irregular meters, accentuation, and ostinato. In his early period (in the 1950s and 
early 1960s), Eben produced many folk-inspired works; he accommodated his music to 
the rules of the Communist party by using characteristic features of Moravian folklore. 
The folklore-related intonation was a ticket for free expression and guarantee of 
performance, as it was supported by Communist officials. However, folk music‘s 
freshness and genuineness inspired Eben to create his own collections of folk song 
arrangements over a period of three decades (from the 1950s to the 1980s).
37
 
Rhythm, Ostinati, and Pedals 
The rhythmic influence of eastern Moravian traditional music on Eben‘s works 
can be observed in his use of pedal and ostinato, dotted rhythm, rhythmic patterns of two 
against three, asymmetrical meter, and phrases with rhythmic freedom. One can argue 
                                                 
36 Eben, In Honorem Caroli, score preface.  
37 Vítová, pp. 208-209. 
 61 
that Eben‘s prominent use of pedal is influenced by the bagpipe, known in Bohemia as 
dudy and in Moravia as gaidy since the thirteenth century.
38
 Gaidoš, or duos of fiddle and 
bagpipe, were still to be found in the 1950s in the town of Těšín in Silesia,39 and Eben 
most likely heard them on his trip there in 1953. Pedal point can be observed in many of 
Eben‘s scores. The song ―Bezpečnost‖ from the cycle Love and Death demonstrates a 
difficult-to-maintain G vocal pedal in octaves in the soprano, alto and bass (p. 12, mm.1-
9), then a Bb pedal in the soprano and bass (pp. 13-14, mm. 18-22). In Sacred Symbols‘ 
fourth movement, ―Calix‖ (―Calyx‖), there is a wealth of pedal points which corresponds 
well to the Moderato tempo, and the last movement, ―Campanae‖ (―Bell‖), opens with a 
C pedal in the organ sustained for thirty measures. 
Eben‘s use of ostinato was influenced by the repetitive melodic and rhythmic 
motives of the older traditional songs and from repetitive dance patterns with syncopated 
melodies and accentuations.
40
 Together with the pedal it became a trademark of his style. 
The ostinato in Eben‘s scores is often multifunctional: it serves as thematic material, 
rhythmic force, descriptive device, and formal marker. An instance of ostinato is to be 
found in the last song ―Sun, go down,‖ from Love and Death. Here, Eben captures a 
feeling of desperation, repeating a three-measure ostinato pattern throughout the song‘s 
ten pages. Eben‘s illustration of hopelessness stemming from the rhythmic and metric 
changes can be sensed even before reading the text: ―Our girl has died, love reaped her… 
                                                 
38 Marta Toncrová, Oskár Elschek, ―Czech Republic: Traditional Music: Instrumental Music,‖ The New 
Grove of Music and Musicians, vol. 6, pp. 819-820. 
39 Ibid., p. 821. 
40 Ibid., ―Czech Republic: Traditional Music: Vocal Music/Dance Music,‖ p. 820. 
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death harvested her‖ (p. 1-2). He describes the song as ―panychida‖ i.e. ―commemorative 
of the dead young maiden.‖41 
Similar treatment is to be observed in the cantata The Lover’s Magic Spell. A 
three-measure ostinato pattern is the thematic idea and rhythmic foundation for the first 
section of 48 measures and returns in m. 94, dominating the last section of 46 measures. 
In addition, often melodically altered, the ostinato serves as a rhythmic refrain for the 
whole work (Example 3.8). This ostinato in parallel perfect fifths is both a reference to 
the old eastern Moravian songs featuring ―a small ambitus and the repetition of melodic 
and rhythmic motifs,‖42 and twelfth-century medieval polyphony with its standard 
procedure of parallel motion.
43
 The repetitiveness, the variety of rhythmic patterns, and 
the motivic work show the influence of Moravian folklore as well.  
Example 3.8: Eben: Zauberspruch den Liebsten zu beschwören (The Lover’s Magic 
Spell), Opening Ostinato Pattern, mm. 1-3 
© 1963 Editio Bärenreiter Kassel. Used by permission.  
 
Pragensia‘s third movement ―Kámen mudrců‖ opens with two measures of a 
homorhythmic ostinato pattern; Eben gradually develops it into a period of two phrases 
(16+15 mm) while the harmonic cluster E-F-G-A in the gamba and cimbalom is 
                                                 
41 Eben in Vítová, p. 225. 
42 Marta Toncrová, Oskár Elschek, ―Czech Republic: Traditional Music: Moravia and Silesia: Vocal 
Music,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. S. Sadie and J. Tyrrell (London: 
Macmillan, 2001), vol. 6, p. 820. 
43 Jeremy Yudkin, Music in Medieval Europe (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1989), p. 338. 
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unchanged (Example 3.9). The ostinato returns later (RN 14, p. 99 of score) for another 
nineteen measures (two phrases). 
Example 3.9: Eben: Pragensia, Movement III, Ostinato Pattern, mm. 1-2 
© 1977 Editio Supraphon Praha.  
Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
 
Eben demonstrates an original approach to ostinato in Missa cum Populo. Here, in 
the Gloria, the ostinato becomes a cantus firmus sung by the congregation throughout the 
movement. 
An illustration of an ostinato over a pedal is found in the opening of the last 
movement, ―Bell,‖ from Pozvátná znamení (Sacred Symbols). Here, the two-measure 
ostinato is the organizing rhythmic and melodic factor for the first half of the movement. 
Eben scored the ostinato in the chimes followed by choral singing in octaves, then 
returning them to the bells and organ, now three times faster. With the simultaneous 
ostinato and C pedal, Eben creates two contrasting rhythmic layers: the pulsating 
continuity of the ostinato against the static pedal (Example 3.10).
44
 
Example 3.10: Eben: Heilige Zeichen (Pozvátná znamení),―Bell,‖ p. 69. 
 
Petr Eben, HEILIGE ZEICHEN © 2000 SCHOTT MUSIC, Mainz-Germany    All Rights Reserved 
                                                 
44
 The persistent repetitiveness is reminiscent of the works by Terry Riley and Philip Glass. 
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Used by permission of European American Music Distributors LLC, sole US and Canadian agent for 
Schott Music, Mainz-Germany 
 
The polymeter and especially polyrhythm found in many of Eben‘s scores also 
has its roots in eastern Moravian traditional music, where triplets in the melodic voice are 
often accompanied by duple rhythm.
45
    
Contemporary Techniques and Text Painting 
In modern compositional techniques Eben saw another way to add expressiveness 
and descriptiveness to his style and often, to convey textual meaning. His interest in 
contemporary techniques became apparent in the late 1960s. Eben complemented his 
style without overusing those techniques. His first vocal work to include aleatoric models 
and dodecaphonic rows is Apologia Sokratus. Curses and Blessings is also rich in 
aleatoric passages.  
In 2000, Milan Slavický, a Czech composer and musicologist, commented on the 
cantata Pragensia (1972): ―The work stands out among his [Eben‘s] output to date as 
stylistically most colorful and diverse,‖ rich in dodecaphonic and aleatoric passages 
contrasting with medieval intonations and Renaissance compositional techniques.
46
 For 
instance, the Prologue ―The Singing Fountain‖ opens and closes with flute solos in 11 
pitch dodecaphonic rows (omitted C#) and includes multiple, different length aleatoric 
models (Example 3.11). 
Example 3.11: Eben: Pragensia, ―Singing Fountain,‖ Opening Row  
©1977 Editio Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
                                                 
45 Magda Ferl Ţelinská and Edward J. P. O‘Connor, ―Czech Republic and Slovakia,‖ The Garland 
Encyclopedia of World Music (New York and London: Garland, 2000), vol. 8, p. 718. 
46 Slavický, in Tribute to Petr Eben, p. 30. 
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The opening solo in the above example includes the prime row and its retrograde 
repetition. The second movement concludes with an aleatoric episode (pp. 76-79) in 
voices and cimbalom, while the third movement incorporates an instrumental aleatoric 
episode (pp. 98-99).  
A brief aleatoric episode in the trumpets and trombones also concludes the first 
section of the cantata In honorem Caroli (Example 3.12).  
Example 3.12: In honorem Caroli, Aleatoric Segment, p. 19 
© 1982 Edition Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
 
The composition opens with ten measures of clusters in the male choir (Example 
3.13a) and concludes with written-out canon of five pitches C-G-D-Eb-Ab, the cross 
motif discussed in Chapter 2 (see p. 41), set on the text ―in memoriam‖ (score, pp. 56-58) 
for fourteen measures. The choral imitations are supported by the tritone diaphonic pedal 
Eb-A in the strings (Example 3.13b).  
 66 
Example 3.13a: Eben: In honorem Caroli, Opening Cluster in Male Choir 
© 1982 Edition Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
  
Example 3.13b: Eben: In honorem Caroli, Concluding Imitation in Male Choir, p. 56-57 
© 1982 Edition Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Eben‘s interest in quartal chords can be traced back to Ubi caritas (1964). In the cantata 
In honorem Caroli the quartal harmony is often seen as blocks of chords. Cluster of ten 
chromatic pitches sounds in the strings (score, p. 38) and six of them, the quartal chord 
Ab-D-G-C-F#-B, sounds in brass in pointillist manner, a technique he widely used in the 
oratorio Apologia Sokratus (1967) and later in his 1975 symphony-concerto Noční 
Hodiny (Night Hours) in the second movement (score, pp. 44-46) and the third movement 
(score, pp. 66-69).
47
 
                                                 
47 Petr Eben, Noční Hodiny: Koncertantní pro dechové kvinteto a orchestr (Night Hours) (Praha: Panton, 
1983). 
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Example 3.13c: Eben: In honorem Caroli, Quartal Sonority in Brass, p. 38. 
© 1982 Edition Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Eben‘s treatment of the vocal forces as a descriptive medium is more varied in 
Pragensia than in previous works. In the Prologue, he sets the voices pointillistically (p. 
19), and in the first movement captures the waterfall with a vocal glissando (p. 27). The 
percussive treatment of the voices can be seen in the numerous fixed-pitch recitations 
throughout the composition; for example, the pitched rhythmic parlando of the third 
movement on the text ―Vanitas Vanitatum et omnia vanitas‖48 was inserted by Eben at 
the end of the work (pp. 112-115).  
Similar extended episodes of rhythmic speaking, but here non-pitched, can be 
observed in the a cappella work ―De tempore‖ from the choral cycle Verba Sapientiae 
(Words of Wisdom). The parlando (mm. 17-58) opens with a rhythmic ostinato in the 
bass and utilizes sharp rhythmic activity. In the last section before the Coda, Eben 
combines spoken (―tempus odii‖ [a time to hate] and ―tempus belli‖ [a time of war]) and 
sung (―tempus loquendi‖ [a time to speak], ―tempus pacis‖ [a time of peace], ―tempus 
dilectionis‖ [a time to love]) texts simultaneously for twenty-two measures (mm. 122-
                                                 
48 ―Vanitas Vanitatum, Omnia Vanitas‖ (Vanity of Vanities, all is vanity) is a line from Ecclesiastes 1:2. It 
is also a poem by the female poet Anne Brontë (1820-1849). The full poem appears in Poems by Currer, 
Ellis, and Acton Bell (London: Aylott and Jones, 1846), pp. 33-34.  
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144), followed by twenty-two measures alternating singing and speaking (mm. 145-167) 
to illuminate an important philosophical contrast through word painting. 
Layering 
Layering is a prominent feature of Eben‘s compositional style and scoring. Most 
likely this stems from the nature of his favorite instrument, the organ, where multiple 
keyboards and varied registration can produce complex timbres, colors, and rhythmic 
planes, described by Janette Fishell as ―orchestrating.‖49 Eben‘s works display 
differentiated layers of contrasting high and low registers often bearing rhythmic contrast, 
pedal points, ostinato, dynamic contrasts and bitonality. Clearly, Eben‘s improvisational 
talent can be traced in the connective improvisatory passages of his works. Examples can 
be observed in Pragensia, Sacred Symbols, and Missa cum Populo. 
The Missa cum Populo (1981-1982) is an especially interesting instance of 
multiple layering. It incorporates writing for performers with different levels of technical 
abilities; thus, the chant set as a cantus firmus in populo (for the congregation) is doubled 
in the brass; the choir sings mostly in unison, octaves or simple homophony. The organ 
provides the harmonic foundation of the work, together with elaborate figurations and 
ornamentation. This formula can be observed in the Credo, where the organ provides 
contrasting material, and in the Agnus Dei, where the choir sings simple homophony with 
a doubled two-voiced texture. 
Eben‘s linear choral writing poses equal difficulties for each vocal part in the 
score. In addition, the contrasting high-low registers and soft-harsh timbral colors pose 
difficulties for vocal projection. Eben was sensitive to the intended performers and 
produced choral compositions ranging between very accessible and extremely technically 
                                                 
49 Fishell, ―The Organ Music of Petr Eben,‖ p. 27. 
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demanding. In general, the compositions intended for church use and amateur choirs are 
less challenging, while the vocal-instrumental works and especially the compositions 
commissioned by choral festivals and competitions are more complex and technically 
advanced. A comparison between the early commissions Ubi caritas and Salve Regina
50
 
and the late commissions, the technically advanced a cappella cycles Verba Sapienciae
51
 
and Psalmi peregrini,
52
 demonstrates the advancement of Eben‘s choral writing, which 
became very challenging after 1990 (see, for instance, Psalmus 120, mm. 1-12). For 
example, Psalmi peregrini is a gigantic cycle in which all five songs are performed in a 
continuous sequence without pause, and present a variety of technical tasks such as 
unison tuning; complex chords; augmented, diminished and perfect intervals; harmonic 
and melodic embellishments of the texture; imitative writing, scale varieties; and various 
rhythmic patterns, all mixed into an expressive language.  
Conclusion 
Eben was a composer of rich personality and diverse interests, who was affected 
by myriad musical influences, the most significant of which are Gregorian chant and folk 
music.  
The underlying themes and the fundamental moral dichotomies that are prevalent 
in Eben‘s texts reflect his conviction that humans are lacking in spirituality. Binary 
oppositions such as love/death and good/evil express his deep concern with the human 
perception of the world and demonstrate his effort to address universal values such as 
                                                 
50 Evans, p. 76. 
51 The first piece of Verba Sapienciae ―De circuiti aeterno,‖ was commissioned for the 28th seminar of 
contemporary music in Cork, Ireland, 1991, and the last one, ―De Tempore,‖ for the 11th Europa Cantat in 
1991. 
52 Psalmi peregrini (2001), for mixed choir a cappella, was commissioned by the 3rd International Choir 
Festival of Ruhr (information from the score, Mainz: Schott Music, 2001). 
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love, death, and peace through his music. Liturgical and biblical texts were at the center 
of Eben‘s interest in both a cappella and vocal-instrumental works. Eben viewed the 
world as a place where there is not enough gratitude and spirituality, and he felt that it 
was his mission, through his music and the moral themes incorporated in it, to contribute 
to the spiritualization of the world: 
I would be happy if my compositions could at least slightly contribute to 
the spiritualization of the world which today is flooded over with the 
material and loses the proper objective of life. To this category are 
addressed all of my themes: humanism, love, and peace between people.
53
 
 
Musically and textually Eben resolved conflict in his works, leading the good to 
victory. He directed his music not only to religious people but to anyone who can go 
beyond differences, and understand and accept them as a colorful part of unified 
humanity.  Eben let the text shape his musical expression; thus, depending on the context 
some compositions display more dissonant language than others.  
In general, Eben‘s music is a highly individualized amalgam of contrasting 
elements. He perceived Gregorian chant as the purest symbol of Catholicism, which 
made his music widely accepted and understood. In addition to the most obvious 
references to Christianity, plainchant and sometimes hymns, Eben used other musical 
symbols, such as cross-shaped melodic gestures, which are less evident and often hidden 
in the musical fabric of his compositions. Bells and bell-like melodic gestures sound in 
many of his instrumental and vocal works. Eben‘s word painting appears on both micro 
and macro levels.  
Eben‘s language evolved from modal expression into an extended tonality 
enriched by secundal and quartal sonorities, incorporating episodes of aleatory or freely 
                                                 
53 Eben, quoted in Agata Pilatová, ―Za Petrem Ebenem,‖ in Týdeník Rozhlas, no. 46 (2007): 19. 
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treated dodecaphonic rows, all serving as descriptive devices. Asymmetrical meters and 
vivid rhythmic patterns are an inseparable part of his language. While his early works 
demonstrate more dependence on modality, in the late 1960s and 1970s they incorporated 
a variety of elements, but Eben still managed to preserve the clarity of his musical 
expression.  
With the consistent application of plainchant, a mixture of harmonic sonorities, 
and use of modern techniques, Eben set himself apart from both the ―new music‖ 
composers who pushed the boundaries of expression or saw music as a game, and the 
more traditionally oriented ones. Therefore his music appeals to the listener through its 
true passion and serenity, and its sincerity and hope, and as such will continue to hold a 
strong place within Czech and international repertory. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 APOLOGIA SOKRATUS: AN OVERVIEW 
 
Apologia Sokratus is an oratorio for baritone and alto soloists, mixed and 
children‘s choirs, and a large orchestra. The first performance of the work was on 
November 26, 1967 for the 10
th
 Festival of Vocal Music in the ancient town of Jihlava, 
Czechoslovakia. A second performance took place at the House of the Artists in Prague 
as part of the ―Week of New Music from Prague Composers‖ on March 15, 1968. This 
performance was recorded on LP (Supraphon, 019 0558).
1
 Thirty-six years later, on June 
22, 2004, the oratorio was revived to open the forty-sixth season of the International 
Opera Festival ―Smetanova Litomyšl,‖2 in Litomyšl, Czech Republic with the seventy-
five year old Petr Eben in attendance.
3
 
Apologia Sokratus (1967) was Eben‘s first oratorio, and the only one written 
during the socialist period. Twenty-six years later, Eben returned again to the genre with 
his work, Sacred Symbols (1993), which was followed by three more oratorios.  
Table 4.1: Eben‘s Oratorios 
Title Year Text Scoring 
Apologia Sokratus 1967 Plato-The Defense of Socrates Baritone, alto, children‘s choir, 
mixed choir, large orchestra 
Heilige Zeichen 
(Sacred Symbols) 
1993 Bible, 
Pontificale Romanum 
Soprano, baritone, children‘s 
choir, mixed choir, winds, brass, 
organ, percussion 
Anno-Domini 1999 Bible 2 solo voices, children‘s choir, 
mixed choir, schola gregoriana, 
chamber orchestra 
Cusanus-Meditation 2000 Nicolaus Cusanus Tenor, mixed choir, harp, organ, 
string orchestra 
Iacobus 2002 Codex Calixtinus (12th cent.) Baritone, mixed choir, orchestra 
                                                 
1 Apologia Sokratus, Information from the score (Prague: Editio Supraphon [H 4742], 1969).  
2 After the Prague Spring festival “Praţké jaro,‖ ―Smetanova Litomyšl‖ is the oldest music festival in the 
Czech Republic.  
3 Reported in Hudební Rozhledy 57, no. 8 (2004), p. 30. 
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From this table, one can observe Eben‘s preferences for textual and thematic subjects 
from distant historical periods that reflected his concern with the political realities in 
Czechoslovakia after 1945. Eben‘s late oratorios, based on biblical or spiritual/religious 
texts, were possible only after the fall of Communism in 1989. Indeed, it was perhaps the 
Velvet Revolution that renewed Eben‘s interest in the oratorio as a genre. 
I believe that the libretto of Apologia Sokratus was the principal factor governing 
the musical and dramatic design of the composition. Eben assembled a text drawn from 
ancient Greek culture as the primary source for a multi-layered symbolism that included 
numerology and musical paraphrases. I further argue that it is precisely these numerous 
symbolic references that allow the oratorio to conjoin past and present and deliver a 
deliberately hidden message intended for those who heard the work performed.  
In this chapter I examine the libretto Eben created and how it influences every 
aspect of the music (form, performing forces, and symbolism). Indeed, the construction 
of the libretto formed a separate compositional process that necessarily pre-dated the 
music itself.  
Text Sources: Selection and Organization 
Apologia Sokratus is a typical modern oratorio in terms of textual source as 
described by Howard Smither in the fourth volume of his landmark study, A History of 
the Oratorio.
4
 Smither maintains that the libretti of contemporary oratorios are usually 
eclectic, often joining texts that are both sacred and secular. These subjects feature 
combinations of texts from a diverse array of sources—both the Old and New Testaments 
of the Bible, the lives of Saints, the mythology and history of ancient Greece and Rome, 
                                                 
4
 Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio: The Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, 
Chapter XII: ―The Oratorio in the Twentieth Century‖ (Chapel Hill and London: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), pp. 631-649. 
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as well as texts written from the medieval period to the present day. Unlike the oratorios 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the modern ―oratorio‖ often deals with 
secular subjects drawn from history, literature, politics, and nationalistic topics.
5
 
The source of Eben‘s libretto was Plato‘s Apology of Socrates.6 Plato, a Classical 
Greek philosopher and mathematician (428/427 BC-348/347BC), was the most famous of 
Socrates‘ students and followers. He founded the Academy of Athens (ca 380 BCE), an 
institution of higher education considered the prototype of the modern universities of 
Western culture.
7
 His teacher, Socrates (c. 469 BCE-399 BCE), was the first great 
Athenian philosopher. While he left no writings of his own, his philosophy and 
personality were portrayed by such contemporary writers as Plato, Xenophon, Aristotle, 
and Aristophanes. Plato‘s Dialogues are the most detailed source we have regarding 
Socrates‘ life and teachings. Plato‘s early dialogues focused on Socrates‘ discussions of 
various subjects; thus, they are called the Socratic dialogues. The Apology of Socrates is 
one of these, containing Socrates‘ defense against the charges brought against him that he 
did not believe in the established gods, creating new deities in their stead that corrupted 
the young.  
Eben confessed that his interest in Plato‘s Apology stemmed from his youth: 
―Plato‘s dialogue Apology of Socrates had occupied me already in high-school for its 
deep truthfulness and eternal meaning of its sentences….‖8 The Apology became a 
metaphor for Eben‘s own life experiences. He felt that this extraordinary text was still a 
                                                 
5 Ibid., pp. 636-640. 
6 The work is also called Defense of Socrates. The text appears in Platonis Opera: Tomus I: Euthyphro, 
Apologia, Crito, Phaedo, Cratylus, Theaetetus, Sophista, Politicus, E. A. Duke, W. F. Hicken, W. S. M. 
Nicoll, D. B. Robinson, J. C. G. Strachan, eds., Oxford Classical Texts (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), pp. 17-42. 
7 ―Plato and Platonism,‖ Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed. (2005), Macropaedia, vol. 25, pp. 893-894.  
8 Apologia Sokratus, score preface. 
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useful and relevant tool for comprehending the human experience. Socrates‘ eloquent 
defense of freedom sustained Eben during the dark and terrible years of his imprisonment 
by the Nazis at Buchenwald. In Socrates‘ disengagement from politics Eben likely saw 
his own detachment from politics and the communist state. Socrates‘ speech provided an 
ancient parallel to the situation in communist Czechoslovakia, where Eben witnessed the 
governmental forces dedicated to the glory and power of the state. The accusation that 
Socrates was corrupting Greek youth paralleled these restraints imposed on Eben by the 
department in which he taught. Finally, Socrates‘ trial and conviction for having different 
ideas paralleled the trials held in Czechoslovakia
9
 during the 1950s, when literally 
thousands of people were imprisoned, forcibly displaced or killed because their ideas ran 
counter to those of the communist society. 
Plato‘s text became a universal appeal to people to rethink their life values. 
Through Socrates‘ Apology, Eben addressed the people of his time during a decade of 
wars and political instability (the Cuban invasion [1961] and subsequent missile crisis 
[1962], the escalating wars in Vietnam and Cambodia, and the imprisonment of Nelson 
Mandela [1964]). Eben viewed such events as evil acts that needed to be addressed. The 
first signs of the coming 1968 ―Prague Spring‖ allowed Eben to finish his long postponed 
project. However, he summarized the compositional process of Apologia in a 
characteristically neutral, concise manner: ―First drafts of the music, I wrote in 1961; 
after a longer pause I finished the music in 1967.‖10 
                                                 
9 The trials resulted from a 1948 law demanding the liquidation of the opposition to the People‘s 
Democratic Republic. The trials were political, but also against the Catholic Church and the bourgeois 
nationalists. The trials took place in 1953-1954. Additional measurements taken towards targeted people 
were loss of employment, forced relocation, and forced labor camps.  
10 Apologia Sokratus, score preface. 
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Another aspect of Plato‘s writing that provoked Eben‘s curiosity concerned the 
phonetics of the Greek language. The composer had liked the Greek language since his 
childhood:  
Also, I have been inspired by the sound of Greek since middle school, I 
cannot tell what I admire more, whether its sonorousness and melody, or 
its majesty, which probably is not comparable with any other language.
11
 
 
Instead of translating the text into Czech, German or Latin, Eben preserved the original 
Greek of the Apology specifically because of its sound quality. Eben has recounted his 
fascination with the sound of the Greek language generally and the Apology text in 
particular:  
And finally, I am often enchanted by the very phonetics of a language; I 
do not recall any other text that I turned so easily into music as the Greek 
of Socrates‘ apology. I will provide only two examples: the word ―smrt‖ 
(death) in Czech perhaps sounds suggestive precisely in its voicelessness 
in recited speech, but it cannot be sung. The German ―Tod‖ is far more 
sonorous, but it is distant from the power of the Greek ―thanatos.‖ And 
another word: ―peníze‖ (money) and ―Geld‖ have the sound of mere 
currency. But for me only the Greek word has maintained the portentous 
power of avidity, of greediness in the sounds ‗chrematon.‘ It is not only 
that the quantity of vowels just begs to be sung, but that individual words 
are able to powerfully inspire musical fantasy.
12
 
 
This statement explains Eben‘s decision to transcribe the Greek text using the Latin 
alphabet rather than compose a translation.
13
  
Another reason Eben retained the original Greek language was because it was a 
―dead‖ language, not a language used in modern, everyday life.  Even for native Greek 
speakers, the language poses difficulties and translation was simply not an option.
14
 Thus 
the classic Greek text distanced the composer from the current time, further insulating 
                                                 
11 Petr Eben, Apologia Sokratus, score preface (Praha: Editio Supraphon, 1969).  
12 Eben, in Vítová, p. 314. 
13
 Eben also used Greek for his cycle for female chorus entitled Řecký slovník (Greek dictionary, 1974).  
14 I consulted Greek native speakers, who speak Modern Greek, with questions about translation, and they 
had difficulty comprehending the meaning of the Classic Greek text. 
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him from possible accusations that he was commenting negatively on the political 
situation in communist Czechoslovakia. In the published score (1969), however, he did 
include translations of the text into both Czech and German to assist the performers‘ 
comprehension.  
 In this study, an English translation of the Greek text will be used to afford better 
understanding. As a non-Greek speaker, I started with the Czech translation; a translation 
of the Czech into English word for word made it possible to locate the excerpts Eben had 
set within various English translation editions of the Apology. The translation used in the 
analytical discussions is by Benjamin Jowett.
15
 To demonstrate specific instances of word 
painting or notable treatment of a particular word, the text examples will be provided in a 
Latin transliteration of the Greek.  
Plato‘s Apology consists of three speeches. In the first and longest speech, 
Socrates defends himself against allegations that he was behaving immorally, corrupting 
the youth and not recognizing the gods acknowledged by the state, replacing them with 
new divinities. At the outset, Socrates makes a distinction between the philosopher, who 
knows the truth, and the ignorant community, who, entranced by attractive falsehoods, do 
not believe his testimony before the court. He first responds to the accusation that he has 
corrupted the youth by teaching them to disbelieve the authorities of gods and laws. Then 
he addresses the allegation that he does not believe in the traditional deities, explaining 
that due to youthful curiosity about morality and politics he began to question the city‘s 
gods and laws.  
                                                 
15 Plato, The Trial and Death of Socrates: Four Dialogues, trans. Benjamin Jowett (New York: Barnes & 
Noble, 2004). I selected this translation because it is easily accessible for reference and comes very close to 
the Czech translation provided by Eben.  
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During the central part of his defense, Socrates speaks about his way of life, 
which he considers to be beneficial. The philosopher challenges traditional thinking and 
values by comparing himself to Achilles, the model for Greek society.
16
 Socrates insists 
that he, not Achilles, should be the exemplar because he cares about prudence, truth, and 
the positive qualities of the soul, not war. Thus, he initiates a shift from the Homeric 
heroic (warrior) code which is characterized by a pride in winning battles, through which 
the warrior fights to earn the respect of society and pursues fame and glory as the highest 
purpose of life and happiness. Socrates challenges this heroic code by proposing a new 
ethical code, the moral code, which exalts knowledge and virtue and questions all 
traditional values. Socrates‘ first speech concludes with a refusal to appeal for pity, 
avowing that his standards of thought and conduct are superior to traditional Athenian 
customs. 
Just before his imprisonment, Socrates delivered his third speech in which he 
spoke about death, giving two reasons why one should not fear it. First, he likens death to 
falling asleep; secondly, assuming it leads to an afterlife, death provides him with an 
opportunity to continue to dialogue with people he respects. Ultimately, he concludes that 
one need not fear death since the gods always take care of people who have sought to do 
good.
17
 
Libretto 
Eben assembled the libretto for his oratorio from Plato‘s text. In this, he was 
following a tradition represented in the synthetic texts of Bach‘s cantatas, Brahms‘ Ein 
Deutsches Requiem, and Britten‘s War Requiem. Any discussion of the libretto gives rise 
                                                 
16 Achilles was described in detail in Homer‘s Iliad. 
17 Plato and Aristophanes, Four Texts on Socrates, trans. Thomas G. West, ―Introduction‖ (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1984).  
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to some important questions. Why did Eben omit large parts of the text, and were some of 
these deletions essential to a complete understanding of the original? What did he target 
as a final product when he assembled the libretto? Eben completely omitted the second 
speech because it was more explanatory in nature, giving details about the actual progress 
of the court trial. In those parts of the first and third speeches that he did include, Eben 
preserved the essential ideas of Socrates‘ apology (at least as he understood it). He chose 
not to emphasize specific accusations, people or details, but rather focused on three major 
points: virtue, the omnipresence of evil, and the inner peace that comes in both life and 
death from striving for the greatest good. Eben de-personified the libretto by emphasizing 
only those philosophical ideas that he viewed as applicable to human beings regardless of 
when and where they live. This is the central moral lesson that Eben drew from the words 
of Socrates.  
Eben organized these excerpts so as to align with the oratorio‘s three central 
thematic areas (Virtue, Evil, and Death), making each a separate movement: 
From the whole extensive material of the trial, I selected three thematic 
areas and summarized them into three movements: About Virtue, About 
Evil, and About Death.
18
  
 
 The first movement of the oratorio is based on excerpts from Socrates‘ first 
speech, where ―He [Socrates] presents his own philosophical care for virtue as superior to 
that of the traditional laws, for the laws are informed by a defective, ‗Achillean‘ 
conception of human excellence.‖19 The following table gives the section of the first part 
                                                 
18 Petr Eben, score preface.  
19 Plato and Aristophanes, Four Texts on Socrates, trans. Thomas G. West, ―Introduction‖ (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1984), p. 21. 
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of Plato‘s Apology (in the left-hand column)20 from which Eben selected excerpts suitable 
for expressing his thoughts (in the right-hand column). 
Table 4.2: Movement I: ―About Virtue,‖ Text 
Plato’s original Eben’s text 
 
Men of Athens, I honor and love you; 
but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I 
have life and strength I shall never-cease from the 
practice and teaching of philosophy, exhorting 
anyone whom I meet after my manner, and  
convincing him, saying: 
O my friend, why do you, who are a citizen  of the 
great and mighty and wise city of Athens, care 
so much about laying up the greatest amount of  
money and honor and reputation, and so little 
about wisdom and truth and the greatest 
improvement of the soul, which you never regard or 
heed at all? 
Are you not ashamed of this? And if the person with 
whom I am arguing, says: yes, but I do care; 
I do not depart or let him go at once;  
I interrogate and examine and cross-examine him, 
and if I think that he has no virtue, but only says 
that he has, I reproach him with undervaluing the 
greater, and overvaluing the less. And this I should 
say to everyone whom I meet, young and old, citizen 
and alien, but especially to the citizens, inasmuch as 
they are my brethren. For this is the command to 
God, as I would have you know; and I believe that 
to this day no greater good has ever happened in 
the state than my service to [the] God.  
For I do nothing but go about persuading you all, 
old and young alike, not to take thought for your 
persons or your properties, but first and chiefly to 
care about the greatest improvement of the soul.  
I tell you that virtue is not given by money, but that 
from virtue come money and every other good of 
man, public as well as private. This is my teaching, 
and if this is the doctrine which corrupts the youth 
my influence is ruinous indeed. 
“Apology of Socrates” 
Men of Athens, I honor and love you; 
but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I 
have life and strength I shall never-cease from the 
practice and teaching of philosophy, exhorting 
anyone whom I meet after my manner, and  
convincing him, saying: 
O my friend, why do you, who are a citizen  of the 
great and mighty and wise city of Athens, care  
so much about laying up the greatest amount of  
money and honor and reputation, and so little 
about wisdom and truth and the soul,  
which you never regard or heed at all? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
…virtue is not given by money, but that from virtue 
come money and every other good of man, public as 
well as private.‖ 
 
 
 
In addition to the deleted text (shown in italics), we notice that Eben added the title of the 
composition as part of his text. He omits texts concerning Socrates‘ personal experience, 
but selects those sentences that are applicable to a general audience. Eben delineates a 
                                                 
20 English text from Plato, The Trial and Death of Socrates: Four Dialogues, trans. Benjamin Jowett (New 
York: Barnes & Noble, 2004). 
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significant contradiction within the text—the material as a representation of the honor 
valued by the warriors, and the spiritual—that he sets using contrasting musical material. 
The message of the first movement is that one is rich if he has moral values and cares 
about virtue. It echoes Eben‘s notion that our century lacks gratitude, as quoted in the 
previous chapter.
21
 
In terms of scoring, Eben divides the text between the baritone solo (representing 
Socrates), and children‘s and mixed choirs; he also uses contrasts of timbre and texture to 
emphasize important words and ideas. By considering these contrasts of text, texture and 
themes, one can divide the first movement into three parts—an introduction (beginning 
through RN 10), a brief, largely unaccompanied baritone solo (RN 11-12) and the main 
musical material of the movement (RN 12-end). This main body can be further 
subdivided into two subsections: an exposition of the two conflicting musical and 
philosophical ideas (mm. 116-198, RN 12-20), and a opposition that combines the 
conflicting musical themes (mm. 198-272, RN 20-end).  
The second and third movements both use text selected from the final, third 
speech, as shown in the following two tables.  
Table 4.3: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Text 
Plato’s text Eben’s text 
You think that I was convicted through deficiency 
of words—I mean, that if I had thought fit to leave 
nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have 
gained an acquittal. Not so; the deficiency which led 
to my conviction was not of words—certainly not. 
But I had not the boldness or impudence or 
inclination to address you as you would have liked 
me to address you, weeping and wailing and 
lamenting, and saying and doing many things which 
you have been accustomed to hear from others, and 
which, as I say, are unworthy of me. But I thoug 
You think that I was convicted through deficiency 
of words—I mean, that if I had thought fit to leave 
nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have 
gained an acquittal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
21 Eben‘s idea is printed in the preface of the organ composition Laudes (London: United Music Publishers, 
1979). 
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Table 4.3 continued 
that I ought not to do anything common or mean in 
the hour of danger; nor do I now repent of the 
manner of my defense, and 
 I would rather die having spoken after my manner, 
than speak in your manner and live. For neither in 
war nor yet at law ought any man to use every way 
of escaping death. 
For often in battle there is no doubt that if a man 
will throw away his arms, and fall on his knees 
before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in 
other dangers there are other ways of escaping 
death, if a man is willing to say and do anything.  
The difficulty, my friends, is not in avoiding death, 
but in avoiding unrighteousness; for that runs faster 
than death. 
I am old and move slowly, and the slower runner 
has overtaken me, and my accusers are keen and 
quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteous, has 
overtaken them. 
 
 
 
I would rather die having spoken after my manner, 
than speak in your manner and live. For neither in 
war nor yet at law ought any man to use every way 
of escaping death.    
For often in battle there is no doubt that if a man 
will throw away his arms, and fall on his knees 
before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in 
other dangers there are other ways of escaping 
death. 
The difficulty, my friends, is not in avoiding death, 
but in avoiding unrighteousness; for that runs faster 
than death. 
I am old and move slowly, and the slower runner 
has overtaken me, and my accusers are keen and 
quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteous, has 
overtaken them. 
 
 The text of this movement focuses on two contrasting types of people: those who 
will do anything to avoid punishment or death, and their opposite, those who remain 
righteous despite the hardships of life. The English translation I have used as reference 
for the discussion uses the word ―unrighteous‖ instead of the word ―evil.‖ However, the 
translation by Thomas G. West I consulted does use the latter word.
22
 Eben‘s Czech title 
for this movement —―O Zlu‖ (―About Evil‖)—indicates that he translated the Greek 
word ―kakós‖ to Czech as ―evil.‖  
Table 4.4: Movement III: ―About Death,‖ Text 
Plato’s text Eben’s text 
I regard  this as a proof that what happened to me is 
a good, and that  
those of us who think that death is an evil are in 
error. This is a great proof to me of what I am 
saying, for the customary sign would surely have 
opposed me had I been going to evil and not to 
good.  
 
 
… those of us who think that death is an evil are in 
error.  
 
 
                                                 
22 Plato and Aristophanes, Four Texts on Socrates: Plato’s Euthyphro, Apology and Crito and 
Aristophanes’ Clouds, trans. Thomas G. West (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1984).  
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Table 4.4 continued 
Let us reflect in another way, and we shall see that 
there is great reason to hope that  
death is good, for one of two things: 
either death is a state of nothingness and utter 
unconsciousness, or, as men say, there is a change 
and migration of the soul from this world to another. 
Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, 
but a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed 
even by the sight of dreams, death will be an 
unspeakable gain.  
For if a person were to select  the night in which his 
sleep was undisturbed even by dreams, and were to 
compare with this the other days and nights of his 
life, and then were to tell us how many days and 
nights he had passed in the course of his life better 
and more pleasantly than this one, I think than any 
man, I will not say a private man, but even the great 
 king will not find many such days or nights, when 
compared with the others.  
Now, if death is like this, I say that to die is gain; 
for eternity is then only a single night. 
But if death is the journey to another place, and 
there, as men say, all the dead are, what good, O my 
friends and judges, can be greater than this? 
If indeed when the pilgrim arrives in the world 
below, he is delivered from the professors of justice 
in this world, and finds the true judges who are said 
to give judgment there, Minos and Rhadamanthus 
and Aeacus and Triptolemus, and other sons of God 
who were righteous in their own life, that 
pilgrimage will be worth making.  
What would not a man give if he might converse 
with Orpheus and Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer? 
Nay, if this is true, let me die again and again. I, 
too, shall have a wonderful interest in a place where 
I can converse  with Palamedes, and Ajax the son of 
Telamon, and other heroes of old, who have 
suffered death through an unjust judgment; and 
there will be no small pleasure, as I think, in 
comparing my own sufferings with theirs. Above all, 
I shall be able to continue my search into true and 
false knowledge; as in this world, so also in that; I 
shall find out who is wise, and who pretends to be 
wise, and is not.   
What would not a man give, O judges, to be able to 
examine the leader of the great Trojan expedition; 
or Odysseus or Sisyphus, or numberless others, men 
and women too! 
What infinite delight would there be in conversing 
with them and asking them questions! For in that 
world they do not put a man to death for this; 
certainly not.  
For besides, being happier in that world than this,.  
 
 
… Death is good, for one of two things:  
either death is a state of nothingness and utter 
unconsciousness, or, as men say, there is a change 
and migration of the soul from this world to another. 
Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, 
but a sleep like the sleep of him who is undisturbed 
even by the sight of dreams, death will be an 
unspeakable gain….  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now, if death is like this, I say that to die is gain; 
for eternity is then only a single night. 
But if death is the journey to another place, and 
there, as men say, all the dead are, what good, O my 
friends and judges, can be greater than this? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What would not a man give if he might converse 
with Orpheus and Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What would not a man give, O judges, to be able to 
examine the leader of the great Trojan expedition; 
or Odysseus or Sisyphus, or numberless others, men 
and women too! 
 
 
 
 
For besides, being happier in that world than this 
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Table 4.4 continued 
 
they will be immortal, if what is said is true. 
Wherefore, O judges, be of good cheer about death, 
and know this of a truth— 
That no evil can happen to a good man, either in life 
or after death. 
He and his are not neglected by the gods; nor has 
my own approaching end happened by mere chance. 
But I see clearly that to die and be released was 
better for me; and therefore the oracle gave no sign. 
For which reason, also, I am not angry with my 
accusers or my condemners; they have done me no 
harm, although neither of them meant to do me any 
good; And for this I may gently blame them.  
Still I have a favor to ask of them. When my sons 
are grown up, I would ask you, O my friends, to 
punish them; and I would have you trouble them, as 
I have troubled you, if they seem to care about  
riches, or anything, more than about nothing, then 
reprove them, as I have reproved you, for not caring 
about that for which they ought to care, and 
thinking that they are something when they are 
really nothing. And if you do this, I and my sons will 
have received justice at your hands. 
The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our 
ways—I to die, and you to live. Which is better God 
only knows. 
they will be immortal, if what is said is true. 
 
 
That no evil can happen to a good man, either in 
life or after death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our 
ways—I to die, and you to live. Which is better 
God only knows. 
Alleluja 
―That no evil can happen to a good man, either in 
life or after death.‖ 
 
Eben excerpts two different ideas about death from Socrates‘ speech. It seems reasonable 
to infer that part of Eben‘s decision about what text to set may have resulted from the 
original‘s use of the rhetorical device known as ―anaphora‖23: ―what would not a man 
give…?‖ Eben‘s essential conclusion is optimistic, presenting death as basically desirable 
regardless of one‘s particular beliefs about what happens. Even if there is no afterlife in a 
happier place, at least death brings peace and rest from labor. 
                                                 
23 Anaphora—(Greek: "a carrying up or back"), ―is a literary or oratorical device involving the repetition of 
a word or phrase at the beginning of several sentences or clauses.‖ Encyclopedia Britannica, 15 ed. (2005), 
Micropaedia, vol. 1, p. 370. 
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Significantly, Eben chooses to end with ―Alleluia‖ as his personal commentary on 
the story‘s moral: ―That no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death.‖ 
The use of a word so full of religious connotations presents another potential layer of 
meaning that needs to be considered. 
Through this textual collage, Eben constructed his own statement of belief using 
the language of Socrates‘ speech. He consciously omitted those parts that were either 
explanatory or did not alter the fundamental meaning of the text. It was his hope that, by 
so doing, he could create an objective, non-personal text of universal significance. 
In a way, the lyrics of Eben‘s oratorio suggest that it is a kind of ―passion,‖ not in 
a Christian, liturgical sense, but as an analogue drawn from the world of pre-Christian 
civilization. Such a reading would view Socrates‘ death as a Christological metaphor: a 
good man dies for his beliefs rather than capitulate to societal pressure to conform. Thus, 
Socrates prefigures Christ in his trial and death, but also in proposing a new moral 
code—the replacement of honor and glory by virtue. Eben‘s message is clear: this 
composition is directed toward all people who have the moral stamina to be different and 
to defend their beliefs. To such people, the composer lends his moral support, using the 
final ―alleluias‖ both to approve of such a stance and to conclude his oratorio. Here, past 
and present meet in one everlasting truth. 
Genre and Formal Organization 
Apologia Sokratus is a lengthy composition lasting over half an hour, and it has a 
large performing apparatus. Eben defines the work as an oratorio. According to the New 
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, an oratorio is: 
An extended musical setting of a sacred text made up of dramatic, 
narrative and contemplative elements. Except for a greater emphasis on 
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the chorus throughout much of its history, the musical forms and styles of 
the oratorio tend to approximate to those of opera in any given period, and 
the normal manner of performance is that of a concert (without scenery, 
costumes or action).
24
 
 
While Apologia Sokratus differs substantively from this generic description, its text, 
manner of performance, greater emphasis on the choir, and narrative elements still 
qualify it as an oratorio. However, Eben perceived the form and genre in an innovative 
way. 
Eben was very conscious of the formal structure of his compositions. He set the 
boundaries of any work‘s musical form in precise, straightforward terms:  
I consider two things, with regard to the music composition, as essential: 
musical idea and form …. In the contemporary period, one must seek out a 
unique form for each single composition, a form that applies only to it and 
is unrepeatable.
25
 
 
From this statement we learn that Eben has no interest in emulating established musical 
forms; rather, he seeks to create a distinctive formal structure for each of his works. 
Given that stance, how may one reconcile the unique formal design of Apologia Sokratus 
with traditional notions of the oratorio? 
In assembling the libretto, Eben discovered the three textual themes that, in turn, 
led to his creation of three movements; this general format certainly fulfilled the 
requirements of the genre as he knew it from Handel and Mendelssohn, a tradition 
established for Czech composers by Dvořák‘s Svatá Ludmila (1885-1886). That he would 
seek a different internal organization was inevitable:  
The earlier formal schemes no longer apply and if we reach for them, we 
rework them very distinctly and individually. That is also the reason why 
today it is impossible to write a hundred and twenty symphonies and 
                                                 
24 Howard E. Smither, ―Oratorio,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd edition, ed. 
Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 18, p. 503. 
25 Vondrovicová, pp. 60-61. 
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dozens of sonatas and quartets. Despite the necessity of finding new, not 
yet used formal principles, however, form must be the solid, lucid and 
perceivable.
26
 
 
Like most twentieth-century composers, Eben was searching for ways to revitalize 
standard musical forms based on contemporary, non-tonal harmonic elements. The 
structure of separate ―numbers‖ that had served his forbears so well simply did not match 
the flow of the prose text selected from the speech. The original contained no text 
suitable for a narrator, no action to be explained or connected and no characters (other 
than Socrates).  
Eben avoided the obstacles of the assembled libretto by creating a scheme based 
on text repetition and textural variety to secure continuity and to allow episodic 
commentary and emphasis. Eben compensated for the libretto‘s inherent lack of dramatic 
action by creating a conflict between two contrasting musical ideas within each 
movement. Thus he found means by which to compose a work that fulfilled the 
traditional notion of an oratorio without relying on the precise components of that genre 
as derived from historical models.  
Having in hand a non-dramatic libretto was Eben‘s first challenge; his oratorio 
unfolded by continuous development rather than through discrete, separate structures. 
Within this continuity, one can discern the episodes that are reminiscent of earlier 
oratorios. In Apologia Sokratus Eben often replaced the role played by the traditional 
narrator with the children‘s choir (in Movements I and III), which is texturally and 
sonically distinct from the soloist, mixed choir and orchestra. This treatment recalls 
Britten‘s War Requiem, where the boy‘s choir is also physically separated to underscore 
its representation of innocence.  
                                                 
26 Vondrovicová, pp. 60-61. 
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Eben uses such textural and textual contrasts to create a formal design in which 
these conflicts become audible. In Socrates‘ philosophy, knowledge was obtained by 
asking questions that generated a dialogue (i.e., the Socratic method). Eben adapted this 
verbal dialogue to create musical form. In all three movements, contrasting ideas are 
presented as musical themes that participate in a dialogue, the conflicting sides of which 
often lead to Eben‘s musical equivalent of a higher level of knowledge. In the first 
movement this conflict evolves from Socrates‘ inquiry as to why humans seek material 
benefits rather than the improvement of their soul. The second movement presents the 
strongest conflict, as the archetypes of evil and virtue lend themselves particularly well to 
musical representation; their collision and interaction generates a form synthesized from 
that interaction. Despite its title (―About Death‖), the last movement is a celebration of 
the serene happiness of inner peace, integrity and self-respect that is the product of this 
opposition of conflicting ideas. Thus the three separate movements coalesce into both a 
philosophical conclusion and a coherent musical form based on the Hegelian dialectic of 
thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. 
The oratorio‘s overall formal design is presented in the following table:  
Table 4.5: Apologia Sokratus, Formal design 
Movements Honor Evil Death 
Length 
 
272 measures 478 measures 363 measures 
Form A B C  
 
The second, longest, movement carries a pronounced sense of conflict, both within itself 
and with the outer movements. This conflict is expressed strongly and distinctly; 
mathematically, its length relative to the first and third movements is roughly 16:9 (i.e., 
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478:272) and 4:3 (i.e., 478:363). The third movement‘s resolution of the first two 
movement‘s lengths may be represented as the ratio 1:2.  
Symbolism and Musical References 
Eben‘s interest in ancient Greek culture and knowledge is essential in 
understanding the organization of the oratorio on multiple levels—formal design, 
intervallic structures, movement structure, and the use of soloist, choirs, and orchestra.  
His strongest musical allusion to the ancient Greek world is the use of perfect fourths (or, 
in Greek, the diatessaron), the most important consonant and fundamental interval for 
ancient Greek music theory. Despite Eben‘s use of this interval in earlier compositions, 
here he elevates this unit of intervallic organization to become a principal component of 
the oratorio‘s musical form. The importance of the perfect fourth in ancient Greek culture 
(and music) is evident from the theoretical writing of Plato‘s contemporary, Aristoxenus 
(4
th
 century BCE), who was a pupil of both Pythagoras and, later, Aristotle.
27
  His three-
volume treatise Harmonika Stoicheia (Elements of Harmonics) presents the Greek theory 
of scale structure and standard methods of analysis of it as they existed at that time. A 
brief discussion of Aristoxenus‘ theory provides important insights into Eben‘s use of the 
perfect fourth as a basic intervallic structure within the oratorio.  
In Aristoxenus‘ treatise, one finds definitions of such terms as interval, scale, and 
system. He defines ‗interval‘ as ―the distance bounded by two notes which have not the 
same pitch.‖28 He explains that the smallest intervallic concord is the fourth, as all 
smaller intervals are considered discords, and the other two concords are the fifth and 
                                                 
27 John G. Landels, Music in Ancient Greece and Rome (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 86. 
28 Aristoxenus, The Harmonics of Aristoxenus, trans. and ed. Henry S. Macran (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1902), p. 176. 
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octave.
29
 Further, he explains that the sum of an octave plus any concord is a concord.
30
 
―A difference between points of pitch depends on degrees of tension‖31 that are crucial in 
defining various scales. He states that ―a tone is the excess of the Fifth over Fourth,‖ and 
that a tone can be divided into a ―half, called a semitone; the third, called the smallest 
Chromatic diesis; the quarter, called the smallest Enharmonic diesis.‖32 In ancient Greek 
music theory, the term ―scale‖ is differentiated from ―system,‖ which might extend 
beyond the octave. Aristoxenus defines a scale ―as the compound of two or more 
intervals.‖33 He describes three ―genera‖ (types) of melodies: Diatonic, Chromatic and 
Enharmonic,
34
 seen in the tetrachord (a four-note scalar unit), which he finds to be the 
smallest possible ―system.‖ The diatonic tetrachord includes a semitone and two tones in 
ascending order (E-F-G-A). The chromatic tetrachord containes two semitones followed 
by a minor third in ascending order (e.g., E-F-F#-A), and the enharmonic (E-E↑- F-A) 
with its inner tone of an interval smaller than a half step, which he terms ―Enharmonic 
diesis.‖35 Aristoxenus believes that the enharmonic tetrachord was developed from the 
trichord E-F-A.
36
 Also, he explains that the Diatonic genus has two divisions, a Soft and a 
Sharp Diatonic.
37
 From the above quotations one can conclude that the perfect fourth (P4) 
concordance and the various tetrachords it includes were fundamental for the 
organization of scales and larger melodic constructions.  
                                                 
29 Ibid., p. 198. 
30 Ibid., p. 179, p. 198. 
31 Ibid., p. 176. 
32 Ibid., p. 199. 
33 Ibid., p. 176. 
34 Ibid., p. 198. 
35 Ibid., p. 199. 
36 Ibid., pp. 198-208, summarized in West, p. 163. 
37 Ibid., p. 203. 
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Aristoxenus goes on to say that tetrachords can be linked to form larger systems 
in two basic ways: by conjunction and disjunction. In the first, the top note of one 
tetrachord becomes the bottom pitch of the next tetrachord, e.g., E-A-D.  When the two 
tetrachords are disjunctly related, they are separated by a whole step (D-G+A-D). Based 
on these two methods of construction, the ancient Greeks recognized three types of 
systems: the ―Lesser Complete System‖ (three tetrachords— Synhemmenōn, Mesōn and 
Hypaton), the ―Greater Complete System‖ (four tetrachords— Hyperbolaiōn, 
Diezeugmenōn, Mesōn, Hypaton ) and the ―Greater Complete Non-Modulating System‖  
to include  all five tetrachords: Hyperbolaiōn (over the top notes), Diezeugmenōn 
(disjunct notes), Mesōn (middle), Hypaton (lowest), and Synhemmenōn (of the conjunct 
notes), or seen in the example below abbreviated as low, middle, con, dis and top 
tetrachords.
38
 No pitch or key was attached to the three systems. 
Example 4.1: Aristoxenus—Harmonika Stoicheia, Systems39  
 
The above figure demonstrates the three conjunct tetrachords. 
 
This figure shows two pairs of two conjunct tetrachords linked in disjunct manner by a 
whole step. 
                                                 
38 Landels, p. 89. 
39 The figures from Example 4.1 are taken from Landels, pp. 89-90. 
 92 
 
This figure demonstrates two pairs of two conjunct tetrachords liked conjunctly through 
an inherent fifth tetrachord.  
This fragmentary knowledge of Greek musical theory sheds considerable light on 
the method Eben used in his oratorio to create melodic lines and themes that are either 
conjunct or disjunct. Despite scholarship that has explained Eben‘s predisposition to 
perfect fourths/fifths intervals in relation to his interest in folksong,
40
 the prominent use 
of these intervals and how he generated melodic successions from them makes more 
sense as a deliberate reference to Greek music theory in a work that takes as its textual 
subject the tenets of Greek philosophy. However, as we will see later, Eben works with 
these intervals in a contemporary manner to extend his expression. The pattern of second 
and fourth in succession (a discord and concord, according to the above theory) in 
various permutations emerges as a fundamental element and expressive tool in his 
language. While one cannot attribute a specific musical character to an interval, it seems 
that Eben sought to contrast the perfect intervals and the tritone (―diabolus in musica‖) as 
a primal level of conflict and as one of the multiple layers of contrast in Apologia 
Sokratus supplementing the textual drama in each movement. 
Plato‘s text presented Eben with the opportunity to use various numerological 
symbols as part of both the work‘s local and global musical form. One might speculate 
that, by so doing, Eben musically acknowledged the connection between the text‘s 
                                                 
40 Fishell, ―The Organ Music of Petr Eben,‖ p. 8.  
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author, Plato, and the ―Pythagorean School.‖ Certainly, it is no coincidence that Eben 
used mathematical transformations of thematic material in the organ composition Laudes 
(1964),
41
 written during the same period that he was drafting the oratorio. One can find 
numerological references in both the melodic and structural organization of Apologia 
Sokratus. For instance, the three movements of the oratorio might represent the 
connection between the three worlds—the world of the gods, the world of people, and the 
world of death—all of which are textual focal points. In ancient Greek society, these 
three worlds were mediated by Hermes, the god of prudence. Further, the three-
movement work might also parallel the ancient Greeks‘ belief that the soul consists of 
three components corresponding to the principal concord of the octave, fifth and fourth 
and that the soul‘s condition depends on the fine tuning of these parts.42 In the oratorio, 
Eben seems to establish the perfect fourth/fifth as a melodic and harmonic symbol for 
honor and good, placing it in direct conflict with the tritone and the diminished fourth, 
which symbolize evil. Specific numerological references in the thematic vocabulary of 
the oratorio will be discussed in greater detail in later chapters. 
Motto  
The most significant, frequently repeated symbol in the oratorio is a motto 
consisting of eight notes. Motto is ―a term used for a brief phrase or motif that recurs at 
various points in a work.‖43 The use of a motto is a device commonly found in other 
twentieth-century oratorios, such as Elgar‘s The Dream of Gerontius, Honegger‘s Jeanne 
                                                 
41 Landgren, Music, Moment, Message, p. 69. 
42 West, p. 251. 
43 ―Motto,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell 
(London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 17, p. 232. 
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d’Arc au bûcher (which is unified by repeated motives), Horatio Parker‘s Hora novissima 
and Tippett‘s A Child of Our Time, all of which use repeated motives to varying degrees.  
That Eben employs a motto does not necessarily show that he followed certain 
conventions, or had knowledge of the above works; more likely the motto represents the 
text‘s focus on the speech of one person, Socrates. It also exemplifies the term 
klangfarbenmelodie,
44
 as it is tone-colored in most of its statements. The motto‘s 
ascending direction and pitch content establish it as a ―recognition‖ motive, identified 
with and representative of the personality, ideas and presence of Socrates. Since the first 
movement of the oratorio deals with ―honor,‖ the motto, in some way, symbolizes honor, 
as embodied in the character of the work‘s protagonist. But the motto is not limited to the 
first movement of the oratorio. It reappears in both the second and third, but somewhat 
transformed. Despite changes in its voicing, appearance, pitch center, etc., the motto 
functions as the unifying factor for the composition as a whole. Eben‘s use of this motto 
qualifies it as a leitmotif, at least according to the following definition: ―A leitmotif may 
be musically unaltered on its return, or altered in rhythm, intervallic structure, harmony, 
orchestration or accompaniment, and may also be combined with other leitmotifs in order 
to suggest a new dramatic situation.‖45  
Within the context of the trial, the presence or absence of this motive serves as an 
indicator of Socrates‘ direct participation or as a reminder of his position as the focal 
point of the trial. The motto‘s permutations and changing function in each movement of 
the oratorio will form separate discussions in the following three chapters.  
                                                 
44 Klangfarbenmelodie is a term coined by Schoenberg to describe timbral transformations within a phrase 
as equal to melodic successions. Julian Rushton, ―Klangfarbenmelodie,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of 
Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 13, p. 652. 
45 Arnold Whittall, ―Leitmotif,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 14, p. 527. 
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Timbre Symbolism and Performing Forces 
The organization of the libretto in fact influenced Eben‘s selection of the 
performing forces and their many different uses. Oratorio in general is characterized by 
the significant role played by the choir, and this case is no different. Eben assigns the 
mixed choir and children‘s choir multiple functions. In a way they may remind us of the 
ancient Greek chorus, which actively helped the audience to follow the action of the 
plays. In Greek theater, the ancient chorus sang mostly in unison, but on occasions was 
given lines to speak, as if they were a character.
46
 Their actions were exaggerated in order 
to clarify the multiple roles of each actor within the physical dimensions of a large 
amphitheater.  
Apologia‘s choir follows the traditional function of the commentator mostly by 
singing significant textual lines in refrain. In movement two, the choir repeats the lines of 
Socrates, creating a rhetorical affirmation of his words in the form of anaphora. However, 
it also actively participates in developing the conflict of the story. In the second, and then 
in the third movement, the choir takes an active position in propelling the story towards 
its dramatic if inevitable culmination. Eben often divides the mixed choir into separate 
male and female choirs; these gender-based ensembles not only provide different timbral 
color, but also reflect the diverse viewpoints of the members of Greek society. In fact, in 
ancient Greece, gendered singing was a normal practice,
47
 with male choirs being the 
most traditional performers in many Athenian celebrations.
48
 In the third movement, 
Eben uses the high tessitura of the female chorus to symbolize happiness and to refer to 
                                                 
46 M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 
p. 40. 
47 West, Ancient Greek Music, chapters ―Music in Greek Life,‖ and ―The Voice,‖ pp. 12-47.  
48 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
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heaven. The choral settings of ―Alleluia,‖ concluding the oratorio, are first sung by 
unison children‘s choir. ―Alleluia‖ is the chorus‘ (as representative of Greek society in 
general) approval of Socrates‘ actions, affirming virtue. The children‘s choir, which sings 
in the first and third movements, seems to symbolize a pure and fragile soul.  
Eben sought to evoke ancient sounds in his choice of performing forces, melodic 
intonations, and the dialogue between choral and solo sections. He confessed that his 
musical inspiration was provoked   
… to some extent by disputable reminders of ancient notations, more 
fruitfully in some archaic types of popular Greek intonations, pointing to 
old ancient classical traditions; they led me to occasional, not thoroughly 
enforced modal procedures.
49
 
 
It was this interest in ancient sound that led him to omit violins from the orchestra of 
Apologia Sokratus. Concerning the orchestration of the work Eben has written: 
From the point of view of sound, ancient orchestration was one of the 
reasons why I omitted violins in the orchestra and why I rather 
emphasized wooden instruments, brass, plucked and hammered 
instruments (harp, keyboard, cymbal, and xylophone).
50
 
 
Ancient Greek sources and drawings depict the use of stringed instruments like harps, 
various forms of lyres, zithers, and lutes.
51
 Among the wind instruments used were the 
aulos (in various sizes),
52
 bagpipes, panpipes, and flutes. The ancient Greeks also played 
bronze trumpets called salpinx,
53
 as well as animal horns and sea shells, the most popular 
being the triton (trumpet shell). Percussion instruments included krotala (castanets), 
tympanon, and kymbala (cymbals).  
                                                 
49 Apologia Sokratus, score preface. 
50 Ibid. 
51 West, pp. 48-80. 
52 The aulos is a woodwind instrument, a pipe with finger holes and reed mouthpiece. Often players used 
two aulos simultaneously. West, Ancient Greek Music, ―Wind and Percussion,‖ pp. 81-109. 
53 West, p. 118. 
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In the large orchestra Eben specified for the oratorio, one perceives his intention 
to emulate these ancient Greek instruments. For instance, he approximates the sounds of 
the plucked instruments of antiquity (lyra, cithara, barbitos, forminx, and epigonion) by 
using harp and low strings, adding a hammered dulcimer color. As already noted, he 
deliberately excluded violins to achieve a more archaic sound. His rich, diverse array of 
percussion and wind instruments is similarly intended to emulate the different sizes and 
sounds of analogous instruments in ancient Greek music. 
Table 4.6: Apologia Sokratus, Performing Forces 
Vocal forces Woodwinds Brass Strings Percussion  
Baritone Solo Piccolo  12 violas Timpani Piano 
Alto Solo Alto flute  10 Violoncellos Triangle  
Children‘s choir (SA) 2 Flutes  8   Contrabass Cymbals  
Mixed choir 2 Oboes  Harp Bass drum  
 English horn 4 Horns  Small drum  
 2 Clarinets 3 Trumpets  3 Tom-toms  
 Bass Clarinet 3 Trombones  Church bell  
 2 Bassoons Tuba  Xylophone  
 Contrabassoon   Hammered 
dulcimer 
 
  
The large orchestra of Apologia Sokratus is typical of the twentieth-century 
oratorio, as examination of such works as Honegger‘s Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher (1935), 
Henze‘s Das Floss der Medusa (1968), Britten‘s War Requiem (1962), Messiaen‘s La 
Transfiguration (1965-1969), and Penderecki‘s Passion (1963-1966) demonstrates. The 
large scoring matches the grand character that may well be the only constant for the genre 
in the twentieth century. On the other hand, the extended orchestra reflects the 
―engendering support for the political objectives of the government,‖54 articulated by 
socialist officials, whose aesthetic and political ideals encouraged the use of large 
performing forces. The genre of choral music preferred by the socialists gave 
                                                 
54 Smither, p. 641. 
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opportunities to ordinary people to experience art as performers; this mass participation 
was an aggrandizement of the power, and a representation of the grandeur, of socialist 
ideas. Indeed, the large orchestra of Apologia Sokratus is integral to the composition‘s 
―message,‖ demonstrating that virtue and good will have more power than evil and death. 
Message 
Throughout his life, Eben expressed concern that his musical language should be 
an accurate projection of the ideas that he wanted to communicate to his audience. As the 
reader will see in the detailed analyses that are to follow, all of the musical features of the 
composition were intended to serve the ideas behind the text. This aspect of Eben‘s music 
has been discussed at length by Johannes Landgren, Stefan Daubner, Claude Hermitte, 
and Janette Fishell.
55
 For the composer, it was vital that listeners understand the ideas of 
the musical setting: 
I strongly felt music to be a message to the listener and a composition was, 
for me, always more than a problem to solve in a musical way.
56
 
                                                 
55 Landgren, p. 79; Daubner, pp. 39-66; Fishell, pp. 42-45; Hermitte builds his thesis on the tradition and 
message in Eben‘s works.  
56 Janette Fishell, ―A Conversation with Petr Eben,‖ The American Organist 23, no. 2 (Feb. 1989), p. 55. 
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CHAPTER 5 
MOVEMENT I “ABOUT VIRTUE”: THE OPPOSITIONS 
 
The central textual theme of the first movement of Petr Eben‘s Apologia Sokratus 
is virtue, as represented specifically by Socrates and in general by humankind. This 
movement introduces an important musical theme present throughout the oratorio, which 
I have chosen to call the motto. This chapter and the two that follow it will examine each 
movement of the composition analytically. At the forefront of each of these chapters will 
be a discussion of the motto‘s use in the movement under consideration. Textual, textural, 
and formal parameters will be employed to answer what I believe to be the central 
question posed by this composition: to what extent is the text a determining factor in 
Eben‘s formal and musical organization of the whole oratorio, and how does the 
composer incorporate musical symbolism to send a larger, less directly obvious message 
to his audience? 
Textual, Textural and Formal Organization 
 
Eben entitles the first movement ―About Virtue,‖ questioning humanity‘s interest 
in both the material and spiritual worlds. He explains the contradiction between these 
areas as follows: 
The opposition of affirmative ethical values (wisdom, truth, spiritual 
values) in the children‘s choir and negative characteristics (desire for 
money, power, and glory) in the aggressive melismas of the male choir 
generates the conflict in the first movement.
1
 
 
As we shall see later, Eben creates a distinctive musical theme for each human 
characteristic, using these as symbols throughout the movement. The composer sets up a 
                                                 
1 Preface to the score, translated by N. Matova. 
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conflict between these human characteristics musically by opposing them at multiple 
levels—formal, thematic, and textural. This opposition involves the use of both 
alternation and layering. Alternation is the horizontal opposition of musical ideas, often 
incomplete, segmented or interrupted by a contrasting idea. Eben has regularly varied 
these elements rhythmically, melodically and harmonically. Layering is the vertical 
opposition of musical ideas and textures, which sound simultaneously to create musical 
fabrics such as bitonality and polyrhythm. In the first movement, Eben uses alternation 
and layering as the principal ways to realize the textual conflict. In essence, conflicting 
musical symbols represent contradictory spiritual and material values.  
The first movement has three clear textural divisions. The first two—the 
introduction (mm. 1-104) and recitative (mm. 105-115) — are subordinate in overall 
length to the main body of the movement (mm. 116-272), within which there are two 
principal subsections, which I label as ―exposition,‖ where the musical themes are 
presented, and ―opposition,‖ which sets them in conflict with each other. Eben 
demarcates each of these three sections by the use of a fermata.  
Table 5.1: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Formal Divisions 
Section A  Section B  Section C  
Introduction  Recitative  Main body  
               1-104 105-115  116-272 
  104 mm. 11 mm. 157 mm. 
  Subsection I                         Subsection II 
  Exposition                                 Opposition 
    116-198                                    198-272 
      83 mm.                                     75 mm. 
 
The preceding table confirms that Section C is the longest and, as we will see in 
subsequent tables, carries the largest amount of text. Its two subsections are also nearly 
equal in length.  
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Eben divides his selection from Socrates‘ speech between the baritone solo and 
the children‘s and mixed choirs. The following table outlines the movement‘s sections 
and features such as tempo, meter, text usage and length:  
Table 5.2: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Formal and Textual Outline  
 Introduction Recitative Main body 
Section A B C 
Tempo Allegro 
moderato 
dotted 
quarter note 
=76 
Largo rubato 
 
quarter note=69 
 
       
Allegro moderato 
 
half note=88 
Meter 6/8 3/4                   
4/4 
2/2 
Length RN 1-10 RN 11 RN 12- 26 
Text ―Apology of 
Socrates‖ 
―Men of Athens, 
I honor and love 
you,‖ 
 
―but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I have 
life and strength I shall never-cease from the practice and 
teaching of philosophy, exhorting anyone whom I meet 
after my manner, and convincing him, saying,‖ 
―O my friend, why do you, who are a citizen  of the great 
and mighty and wise city of Athens, care so much about 
laying up the greatest amount of money and honor and 
reputation,‖ 
―and so little about wisdom and truth and the soul, which 
you never regard or heed at all?‖ 
―…virtue is not given by money, but that from virtue 
come money and every other good of man, public as well 
as private.‖ 
 
The introduction is, with the exception of two brief choral entries,
2
 instrumental; 
its tempo (Allegro moderato, dotted quarter note =76) and 6/8 meter create a sense of 
urgency. The baritone soloist in the recitative (mm. 105-115) represents Socrates, giving 
voice to the love and respect he feels for his fellow Athenians. The ―main body,‖ being 
the largest in terms of textual and musical content, unfolds in continuous, ―through-
composed‖ fashion, and displays the conflict between the spiritual and material worlds.  
                                                 
2 The choir twice presents the title of the composition as a vocal version of the motto (mm. 39-47, mm. 50-
58) that functions as a ―billboard‖ telling the audience the subject of the work. (See Example 5.3). 
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As regards the text distribution, these three sections function as the arrival of 
Socrates (introduction), his appeal (baritone solo), and his first speech (main body). Eben 
divides this text texturally between the solo baritone, children‘s choir, and mixed choir, 
assigning each choir a specific function. The contradiction between spiritual values and 
material interests is realized in textural contrasts. For instance, Eben assigns the texts 
concerning material things (e.g., power and money) to the male choir; it also represents 
the citizens of Athens, since in ancient Athens only males held the right to vote. 
Conversely, Eben uses the children‘s choir as a symbol of naiveté, purity and fairness, 
and has it sing those texts that extol the human virtues of truth, wisdom, and the soul. The 
use of the children‘s choir for these words is doubly appropriate since these values are, in 
a sense, delicate and fragile. The female choir enters relatively late (m. 215); at its first 
appearance it functions in a manner similar to the children‘s choir, but thereafter becomes 
part of the mixed choir. The following table documents Eben‘s use of vocal textures to 
realize textual contrasts: 
Table 5.3: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Textual and Textural Divisions. 
Mixed choir  mm. 39-47 and mm. 50-58 ―Apologia Socrates‖ 
Baritone mm. 105-115 ―Men of Athens, I honor and love you,‖ 
Baritone mm. 116-136 ―but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I 
have life and strength I shall never-cease from the 
practice and teaching of philosophy, exhorting 
anyone whom I meet after my manner, and 
convincing him, saying‖ 
Male choir 
 
Children’s choir 
Male choir 
mm. 136-157 
mm. 160-198 
mm. 164-178 
mm. 207-215 
mm. 224-235 
―O my friend, why do you, who are a citizen of the 
great and mighty and wise city of Athens, care so 
much about laying up the greatest amount of 
money and honor and reputation, 
Children’s choir 
Children’s choir 
Female choir  
Children’s choir 
mm. 179-198 
mm. 211-215 
mm. 215-222 
mm. 223-235 
―and so little about wisdom and truth and the soul, 
which you never regard or heed at all?‖ 
 
Mixed  choir mm. 236-268 ―…virtue is not given by money, but that from 
virtue come money and every other good of man, 
public as well as private.‖ 
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The table shows that the variety of vocal textures creates a dynamism that compensates 
for the absence of the narrator typical of the genre.  
Motto 
The motto is the most significant, prominent musical symbol within the oratorio. 
Based on its usage, it is evident that Eben associates the motto with Socrates—his 
personality, ideas, and physical presence. Thus, the motto‘s presence in the first 
movement symbolizes the movement‘s larger theme, virtue, which is a central theme of 
the composition as well. Here I would argue that, in this movement, the motto is the 
primary structural pillar, the importance of which transcends merely identifying the 
work‘s protagonist, Socrates. 
Woven like a thread throughout the entire fabric of the oratorio, the recurrences of 
the motto formally organize and unify the work. That said, it should be noted that the 
motto is not static, but undergoes numerous transformations within each movement while 
maintaining its distinct character.  
The seven motto statements in the introduction are followed by a motto-derived 
recitative for baritone solo; however, the main body of the movement lacks motto entries.  
Table 5.4: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, The Motto in the Introduction and Recitative 
Motto Measure Pitch Row Rhythmic/harmonic aspects 
1. Brass 1-8 C P0 [0, 11, 5, 3, 8, 9, 4, (11)] 
[C, B, F, Eb, Ab, A, E, B] 
C pedal; 
sustained [0, 11, 5, 3, 8, 4] 
chord 
2. Tmbones, 
strings, piano 
26-28 B   Segment transposed 
[0, 11, 5, 3, 8] 
[B, A#, E, D, G] 
Linear; parallel octaves 
3. Choir 39-47 B Row transposed 
[0, 11, 5, 3, 8, 9, 4, (11)] 
[B, A#, E, D, G, G#, D#, A#] 
B pedal; 
sustained [0, 11, 5, 3, 4] chord 
4. Choir 50-58 C P0 [0, 11, 5, 3, 8, 9, 4, (11)] 
[C, B, F, Eb, Ab, A, E, B] 
C pedal; 
sustained [0, 11, 5, 3, 4] chord 
5. Brass 67-71 Ab P8 segment in trumpet 
[8, 7, 1, 11, 4] 
[Ab, G, Db, B, E] 
Each row member harmonized 
in quartal chords 
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Table 5.4 continued 
6. Brass 78-80 Db P1 segment in high voice 
[1, 0, 6, 4, 9] 
[Db, C, Gb, E, A] 
Diminished rhythmically 
(quarter notes), harmonized 
7. Brass 81-82 Db P1 segment in high voice 
[1, 0, 6, 4, 9] 
[Db, C, Gb, E, A] 
Diminished rhythmically 
(eighth notes), harmonized 
8. Baritone 105-115 B Segment transposed  
[0, 11, 5, 3] 
Varied repetitions of segment 
 
Eben manipulates the motto‘s length, using different row forms and their segmentation; 
there is no consistency in the distance between statements, and he also adds rhythmic and 
timbral variety. Of the eight motto entries in the first movement, five involve brass, either 
solely or in conjunction with other instruments; the other three are given to voices—choir 
(motto entries 4 and 5) and baritone solo (motto entry 8).  
The motto‘s pitch collection (seven separate and one repeated) begins on C in its 
prime form and presents the interval set [0, 11, 5, 3, 8, 9, 4, (11)]. Placed in sequence, 
these pitches create a symmetrical scale, a palindrome, that is readily divisible into two 
similar tetrachords (or sets of four different pitches): B, C, Eb, E, [0, 1, 4, 5] and E, F, 
Ab, A, [0, 1, 4, 5]. These tetrachords foreshadow the pivotal key centers featured 
throughout the composition, becoming especially important in the third movement 
(Example 5.1). 
Example 5.1: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Motto Row  
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The opening motto generates a massive, sustained quartal chord [C, F, B, E, Eb, 
Ab] (mm. 1-8) that outlines the melodic and harmonic skeleton of the entire oratorio 
(Example 5.2).  
Example 5.2: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Motto, mm. 1-8.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
  
 
 
The intervallic order of the motto P0 row is: M7, tritone, m7, P4, m2, P5, P4. The 
intervals that become the characteristic intervals of the oratorio are the tritone, P4 and its 
P5 inversion, and the major seventh inverted as a minor second.  
 Eben‘s rhythmic modifications of the motto not only affect the length of each 
statement and the distance between them, but also create a sense of unpredictability. The 
first three statements of the motto are complete (i.e., they contain all eight tones), 
approximately equal in length (eight or nine measures), and have the same rhythmic 
shape. In each, the sustained maintenance of each pitch generates an increasingly dense, 
dissonant chord. The choral statements (m. 39 and m. 50) set the work‘s title ―Apologia 
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Sokratus,‖ the eight syllables of which suggest the most likely explanation for the motto‘s 
eight pitches (Example 5.3). 
Example 5.3: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Motto in Mixed Choir, mm. 39-47.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
In contrast to the full row statements, the second, fifth, sixth and seventh motto 
statements are five-note row segments with the same sequence of intervals, but they 
gradually diminish in length, from five measures (P8 row), to three measures (P1 row), to 
two measures (P1 row).  
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Example 5.4: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Motto Diminished and Harmonized, mm. 
76-82.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
  
Thus the above two examples demonstrate Eben‘s varied approach to the motto in the 
first movement: first, he uses the full eight-pitch row statements (entries 1, 3, 4) 
generating a sustained chord that creates a static energy and symbolizes the strong 
presence of Socrates; second come the harmonized row fragments (entries 2, 5, 6 and 7), 
which are shorter, do not generate a sustained chord, and propel a dynamic energy 
forward.  
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The baritone solo of RN 11 is motto-derived. Socrates‘ appeal to the citizens of 
Athens during his trial, ―Ego hymás, ó Andres athénaioi aspadzomai, men Kai Filó‖ 
(Men of Athens, I honor and love you), lasts eleven measures, within which Eben 
presents several elaborations of the four-note motto segment [0, 11, 5, 3] transposed to B 
([B, A#, E, D]) (Example 5.5).  
Example 5.5: Movement I, Baritone Solo, Motto-Derived Recitative, mm. 105-115. 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
Repeated twice, then truncated [11, 5, 3] and repeated three times, this passage mirrors 
the rhetorical device commonly known as epizeuxis.
3
 The stronger emphasis caused by 
                                                 
3 The rhetorical figure epizeuxis is the repetition of a word with no other words in between. 
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the repetition of the phrases ―Ego hymás‖ and ―ó Andres‖ is aided by the meter changes 
(3/4 to 4/4) which follow the speech rhythm and the pesante character. 
 That Eben sets the title of the composition using the motto, and builds the first 
solo of ―Socrates‖ on a fragment of it, demonstrates that the composer associates the 
motto with Socrates and the human virtues Socrates embodied. I believe that Eben 
emphasizes the importance of Socrates‘ human virtues by the seven statements of the 
motto. Further, the motto is perhaps directly associated with the knowledge possessed by 
the ancient Greeks, e.g., Pythagoras‘ belief that ―number is the ruler of the forms and 
ideas, and the cause of gods and demons.‖4 Eben emphasizes this idea in the oratorio by 
his mathematical manipulation of the motto and its segments, and the pitch content of his 
themes. Let us test this assumption by observation and discussion of the motto‘s possible 
numerological significance. 
Eben establishes Socrates as the protagonist by presenting seven statements of the 
motto before he even speaks. This is certainly a symbolic reference to Plato, who 
composed the soul from seven numbers.
5
 Similarly, Eben constructs the motto as a seven-
pitch set. The number seven reflects the creation of the universe, as it is a representation 
of the highest good. According to Iamblichus, seven consists of three dimensions (length, 
breadth and depth) and four limits (point, line, surface and solid).
6
 Also, ancient Greeks 
associated the number seven with the seven heavenly bodies. There are seven virtues, 
four established by Plato in The Republic
7
; also, the power of virtue is a topic which 
Socrates discusses in his apology. Willis Moseley notes that the ancient Greeks 
                                                 
4 Quoted in Barry, The Greek Qabalah (Weiser Books, 1999), p. 28. 
5 Iamblichus, p. 87. 
6 Iamblichus, p. 87, p. 89. 
7 The four Cardinal virtues are Temperance, Wisdom, Justice, Courage; Christian virtues were added to 
them later—Faith, Hope, and Charity. 
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incorporated the number seven into their notion of diatonic scales, seven is the standard 
syllable count of the Greek chorus, and there are frequently seven singers in the chorus.
8
  
The motto‘s eight-note row reflects perhaps the ancient Greek fascination with 
steadfastness and balance.
9
  Eben‘s decision to use four of the seven pitches of the motto 
as the thematic basis of the baritone solo is also significant if one considers such 
statements as: ―Seven is said to be the number of the primary concord, the fourth (4:3), 
and of geometric proportions (1, 2, 4)…,‖10 and ―…four portrayed righteousness and 
stability,‖11 and ―… the tetrad is justice….‖12 Knowing Eben‘s fascination with ancient 
Greek culture, such references reinforce the likelihood that the composer consciously 
alluded to ancient Greek numerology.  
Eben withheld the motto from the remainder of the movement to emphasize the 
conflict between the Socrates‘ spirituality and the materiality that was his audience‘s 
preoccupation. Despite the movement‘s title, ―About Virtue,‖ Eben seeks to demonstrate 
that material interests dominate human life. Therefore, Socrates‘ idealism (represented by 
the motto) is replaced by music that represents those values that were of importance to 
the larger world of which he was a part, but distanced from. Thus, the disappearance of 
the motto allows Eben to introduce music that reflects the preoccupations of the ―body 
politic‖ (i.e., the citizens of Athens). From this secondary thematic area he is able to 
make a much smoother transition to the second movement, ―About Evil.‖ The secondary 
                                                 
8 Willis Moseley, The Quantity and Music of the Greek Chorus Discovered (Oxford: J. H. Parker, 1847), 
pp. 26-28. 
9 Kieren Barry, The Greek Qabalah, p. 8. 
10 Iamblichus, p. 87. 
11 Barry, p. 29. 
12 Barry, p. 31. 
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thematic material takes over the remainder of the first movement, once the motto has 
been repressed.  
Contrasting Thematic Material 
In the first movement, Eben employs four distinct thematic areas apart from the 
motto. In the introduction, Eben juxtaposes the motto with a contrasting melodic cell 
([F#, G, F, Ab]), an IC set ([0123]) of very distinctive rhythmic profile. The urgency of 
the cell is promoted by its rhythmic aggression through marked accents on the fourth 
eighth note of the 6/8 meter in the cimbalom part, and the eighth rest on the last eighth-
note beat of two successive measures (Example 5.6). 
Example 5.6: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Oscillating Cell, mm. 9-11.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
 
Eben treats this melodic cell as an ostinato, and subjects it to changes of pitch 
content and length. Its persistent, nervous character and small intervals are a preview of 
the musical gesture that Eben will use to portray evil in the second movement. The 
particular qualities of this cell, mainly its prominent major and minor seconds and 
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diminished thirds, provide a necessary contrast to the motto, which is notable for its use 
of sevenths, fifths, and fourths.  
Eben presents the oscillating cell early in the introduction (m. 9) as a foil to the 
motto. But the cell continues to mutate as it is constantly reiterated. It is harmonized in 
mm. 20-22 (as parallel perfect fourths and tritones), then it is fragmented (two pitches are 
omitted) and rhythmically altered in mm. 83-84. This cell appears thirteen times within 
the introduction (mm. 1-104); its relationship to the motto constantly varies as 
documented in the following table. 
Table 5.5: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Introduction, Cell Variants 
# Entrance Mm. Starting pitch Against Cell variants Scoring 
1 9-11 F# E pedal Octaves D.Bs, Cimbalom 
2 14-17 G# F# pedal Octaves D.Bs, Cimbalom 
3 20-22 Cb-F (tritone) Ab pedal Tritone, P4 Hns, Vla, Vc. 
4 25-28 G# Motto Harmonized Ob, E.H., Cl, Xyl. 
5 28-32 F# F# pedal Octaves Strings, Cimbalom 
6 33-35 B B pedal Octaves Cl, Vla, Vc, 
Cimbalom 
7 63-64 F Eb pedal Octaves Cimbalom, Vla, Vc 
8 67 Eb Motto Octaves Flutes, Oboes, 
Xylophone 
9 83 G# F# pedal Octaves Hns, Trps 
10 86-90 G# un-pitched 
pedal 
Unison Hns 
11 91-94 G# F pedal Unison, low 
register 
Cl, Vla, Vc 
12 96-97 F# E pedal Octaves D.Bs, Cimbalom 
13 100-104 F# E pedal Octaves D.Bs, Cimbalom 
 
As is evident from the table, Eben derives different motives from the cell; some are one-
measure long (m. 67) and others are more extended. The irregularly-spaced cell 
statements differ in terms of length, starting pitch, pedal, rhythm, harmonization, and 
scoring. Two instances of varied pitch content are the fourth and eighth cell statements, 
where the PC set [0123] is changed to [0124]. Both have the same rhythm, but in the 
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fourth statement the cell is harmonized while in the ninth statement it is placed in bare 
octaves (Example 5.7). The use of a rhythmic pedal with the ostinato is prominent.  
Example 5.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Introduction, Cell, mm. 83-84.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
Similar to the motto, the ―oscillating cell‖ ostinato appears only in the 
Introduction (mm. 1-104); their opposition sets up conflict as a prologue to the oratorio. 
Eben intensifies the introduction by alternating and layering of the motto and the cell. For 
instance, in mm. 25-28 he juxtaposes the cell, set in parallel chords, with the motto, 
which enters in m. 26 as another layer. Similarly, in m. 67 the motto (row P8) is in 
opposition to the cell. Three times a rhythmic version of the cell is outlined by timpani 
(mm. 22-24, 44-47, and 55-58), the first time sounding a tritone while the second and 
third times playing perfect fourths. The multiple permutations of the cell running 
throughout the Introduction create tension foreshadowing the appearance of Socrates.  
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Eben introduces three themes in the main body of the movement (mm. 116-272). 
Based on the text that appears with each one of them for the first time, I will refer to them 
as the devotion theme, money theme, and virtue theme. Eben brings them all into the 
―exposition‖ sub-section of the movement‘s main body (mm. 116-198), and he then 
places them against each other in the ―opposition‖ sub-section (mm. 198-272), alternating 
and layering them to demonstrate the interferences of the two worlds, the spiritual and the 
material. 
Devotion Theme 
The baritone solo (mm. 116-136) presents the devotion theme, ―but I shall obey 
God rather than you ….‖ It symbolizes the soft-spoken Socrates, who gradually raises his 
voce as the solo progresses from p in the first phrase to mp in the second phrase, 
developing eventually to f. The twenty-one measure solo in aa'b form consists of three 
phrases—eight measures (4+4) plus seven measures (3+4) plus six measures. The solo 
displays a preponderance of ascending tritone and descending minor sixth intervals which 
might represent Socrates‘ efforts and difficulties in persuading the crowd. The graphic 
shape of the melodic line, which outlines a question mark, is an instance of word painting 
(Example 5.8).  
Example 5.8: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Baritone, Devotion Theme, mm. 116-123 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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The first and second phrases of the solo (aa') display a similar harmonic pattern, 
in which the main pedal on the down beat is thickened by an added second/seventh on the 
second beat. Thus, four measures of D-E and four measures of Eb-E pedal in the strings 
and harp (mm. 116-125) lead to three measures of D-E and four measures of Eb pedal 
(mm. 124-130). The third phrase is supported by an A pedal (V of D) but Eben softens 
this dominant function through a walking bass (Bb-C or VI-VII) that leads to a D pedal at 
m. 137. The second layer alternates a variety of chords, set in the clarinets and flutes.  
The unison male choir enters in m. 137 with the text ―O, Ariste andrón 
athénaios…‖ (O, best men of Athens, a city among the most glorious and joyous on 
wisdom and power), extending Socrates‘ solo by two more phrases (8+5 measures), and 
reiterating the descending minor sixths and the ascending diminished fourths (Example 
5.9). The male choir (mm. 137-139) and the solo (mm. 124-126) are identical pitch-wise 
for three measures. The second phrase (from m. 145) twice repeats the opening two 
measures of the devotion theme; it is transposed one step higher to start on B and is 
supported by a G pedal that leads to a new thematic area, while a quartal chord in the 
strings signals a shift into a four-part imitative texture in m. 150 on the repeated text ―O, 
Ariste andrón‖ (O, best man). Thus, the textual rhetorical figure anaphora is combined 
with word painting, where the imitations symbolize the large number of Athenian males. 
The male choir is doubled by trombones.  
 116 
Example 5.9: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Male Choir, mm. 149-155.            
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
 
Money Theme 
In m. 160 the male choir introduces the money theme; it comprises a period of 
twenty-one measures (mm.160-180), whose three phrases diminish in length from eight 
measures (3+5) to seven (3+4) and to six measures (4+2) and thus mirror the phrase 
structure of the devotion theme. Each phrase includes an ascending-descending scale 
concluding with an A pedal point, which is constantly sustained in the money theme, 
alternating between tuba and male choir (Example 5.10).  
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Example 5.10: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Money Theme, mm. 160-180.   
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 5.10 continued 
 
The money theme scale is an incomplete chromatic collection of nine members, 
some (shown in bold) repeated ([0, 2, 7, 8, 1, 6, 8, 5, 2, 11, 10, 5,]), with [3, 4, 9] not 
represented. Its ascending section is constructed of rotating seconds and fourths; thus 
they can be seen as two groups of conjunct tetrachords. The first group B-E-A is reversed 
to [A-B-E], while the second tetrachord group F-Bb-Eb follows in an original order, and 
both generate the ascending part A-B-E-F-Bb-Eb-F. The descending scale of the money 
theme is a series of descending thirds concluding with a perfect fourth.  
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Eben describes the money theme as ―aggressive.‖13 That he uses an ascending-
descending scale for it is understandable, as money can give power or lead to destruction; 
perhaps, the scale visually represents these notions. The text of the first two phrases is the 
single word ―chrématόn‖ (money) and each of its three syllables occupies one measure as 
if to emphasize its material power. The third phrase is extended to four measures, 
carrying the text ―kai doxés kai times‖ (and glory and awards), representing the heroic 
code. 
With the money theme Eben most likely alludes to the ancient Greek music theory 
that ―all scales are built up from ‗tetra-chords,‘ that is, from systems of four notes 
spanning the interval of a fourth,‖14 and builds the scale accordingly. Here one 
encounters Eben‘s modern approach to ancient theory; he starts with the founding 
principle of the tetrachord and then uses permutations of its components. Eben‘s division 
of the perfect fourth into a minor third and major second may perhaps explain the 
descending money scale built on minor thirds and concluding with the conjunct 
descending tetrachords G-D-A. The money theme plays an active role in the ―opposition‖ 
subsection and the climax of the movement. 
The money theme causes three conditions. First, when he brings in the money 
theme, Eben withholds all instruments except tuba, which supports it with an A pedal. 
This scoring might well be representative of Eben‘s own idea about the dominating 
power of money, which renders everything else silent. Money‘s addictive power is 
evident in the third phrase, where the English horn partially doubles the male choir. 
Second, the money theme is in strong contrast to the two-voice children‘s choir 
                                                 
13 Preface to the score. 
14 Martin Litchfield West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 160. 
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(supported by harp and piano), which Eben sets to a contrasting segment of the money 
theme. The children‘s voices express vulnerability through the small melodic range of a 
major third for each vocal part, and stepwise motion, which is another symbolic gesture: 
the graphic melodic shape of the resulting notation resembles a question mark, while the 
dynamic marking p suggests the children‘s choir is the alert conscience of the male choir. 
Finally, the virtue theme, which comes next, grows out of the inner contrast in the money 
theme presented by the male choir and the interruptions of the children‘s choir.  
Virtue Theme 
The virtue theme begins at m. 179, overlapping the end of the money theme. 
Scored for three-voiced children‘s choir, the virtue theme symbolically represents the 
three significant virtues of ―wisdom, truth and soul‖ (Fronéseos, de kai alétheiás kai tés 
psychés) from Socrates‘ speech. The virtue theme is a period of two identical ten-measure 
phrases (mm. 179-188, mm. 189-198). Its diatonic nature contrasts with the chromatic 
money theme (Example 5.11).  
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Example 5.11: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Virtue Theme, mm. 179-198  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 5.11 continued 
 
The high voice (outlining the range of a melodic fifth, A-E), marked by Eben la 
melodia, is supported by an active drone, an ostinato figure (half-quarter-quarter notes) in 
the Phrygian mode on E. The inner voice rhythmically mimics either the high or the low 
voice. This texture is a reference to the heterophony found in the traditional vocal 
polyphony of Greece, and also could be an additional reference to Plato, who first coined 
the term ―heterophony.‖ By placing the money and virtue themes within the same tonal 
area A, and predominantly using a pedal point on the same tone, Eben secures the last 
key center for the subsection and declares it as very important, while also setting up the 
conflict which will explode in the ―opposition‖ subsection. Further, he reflects on 
Socrates‘ philosophy about gaining knowledge from question-answer dialogue by 
creating a ―conversation‖ between the themes as they overlap.   
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In this episode, Eben withholds the money theme as it is not compatible with the 
virtues (m.180) and replaces it with a segment (mm. 116-117) from the devotion theme as 
a countermelody in the male choir, creating an additional layer to the virtue theme. It 
enters in short canonic imitations in male choir and strings, complementing the second 
phrase of the virtue theme (mm. 189-198), which concludes the exposition with a 
modulation to the F area (Example 5.11). 
The Opposition 
The conflict between the material and spiritual worlds, represented by musical 
themes, is unleashed in m. 198 with the beginning of the ―opposition‖ subsection and 
Socrates‘ summary of his teaching philosophy: ―… virtue is not given by money, but that 
from virtue come money and every other good of man, public as well as private.‖ The 
themes develop in four distinct stages entering in alternation, repetition, and 
segmentation; they are altered, layered, and set in modulations. The first (mm.198-215) 
includes the devotion and virtue themes. The second (mm. 215-236) and the third (mm. 
236-251), which is the climax of the movement, oppose affirmative and negative 
thematic symbols. In the fourth stage, which follows the climax (mm. 251-272), only the 
money theme sounds. 
The ―opposition‖ subsection starts with reiterations from the virtue (mm. 198-
201) and devotion themes (mm. 199-201) in the brass. A statement of the devotion theme 
in the woodwinds (mm. 202-208), supported by a pedal Gb in contra-bassoon and 
doublebass, is repeated by the four-part male choir (RN 21, mm. 207-215) with the 
melody in the tenor, while the baritones and basses carry different ostinato patterns, a 
technique observed earlier in the virtue theme. Eben adds to the devotion theme a 
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countermelody, a chorale-like tune in half notes sung by children‘s unison choir in F 
minor (mm. 211-215). It has a decorative function and is omitted from the further 
developmental process. Flutes add a layer of rhythmically diminished devotion theme 
fragments. Up to this point, Eben sets only thematic material related to ―affirmative 
ethical values.‖ This ends in m. 216 with the return of the money theme (Example 5.12). 
Example 5.12: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Layering, mm. 207-216   
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 5.12 continued 
 
The following table outlines the layering and conflict between the money and 
devotion themes from the second stage to the climax (mm. 215-236).    
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Table 5.6: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Thematic Layering (mm. 215-236)  
Layers Layer I Layer II Layer III 
Themes virtue theme money theme devotion theme 
Measures  
 
mm. 223-235 
mm. 216-219 
mm.  219-223 
mm. 224-227 
mm. 229-232 
mm. 233-236 
mm. 215-216  
m. 220 
mm. 221-222 
mm. 227-229 modified 
mm. 233-236 
Description first phrase only, augmented  diminished segments 
 
The table demonstrates the higher intensity and denser layering of this episode (mm. 215-
235). Here, the money theme prevails as the most audible layer, while the devotion theme 
is in the background, set in figurations and small fragments. Thus, despite their equal 
number of entries, the money theme—which is scored in both high and low registers and 
is longer—is more prominent than the devotion theme.  
The conflict is amplified by the B minor virtue theme, which becomes the leading 
force in mm. 223-235. Scored in three-tone quartal chords in the children‘s choir and 
rhythmically augmented (each pitch is a half note), it enters forte and displaces the money 
theme that so forcibly started the episode. Thus, in mm. 223-235 the conflict is between 
virtue and money, symbolizing the everlasting contrast between the spiritual and the 
material in life.  
The money theme, now a secondary layer, continues to contradict. Its two 
statements are already altered melodically, before the entrance of the virtue theme at m. 
223. The first statement (m. 216) is in the strings and low woodwinds; the second (m. 
219) is in the piano and high woodwinds, accompanied by four measures of an A minor 
triad in root position in the harp. Two more statements of the money scale, altered to only 
ascending and descending perfect fourths (tetrachords) (m. 224-227 and mm. 229-232), 
contradict the virtue theme. The rhythmically diminished segments of the devotion theme 
(mm. 215, 220, 221) form an additional third layer; the devotion theme becomes the 
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leading force towards the climax uttered by its statement in mm. 233-236, scored for high 
woodwinds and piano. 
In summary, this second stage marks the beginning of the real conflict, with the 
simultaneous appearance of thematic material in three layers: (i) the rhythmically 
augmented virtue theme (mm. 223-235) in the three-part children‘s choir, (ii) two 
statements of the money theme in the male choir, and (iii) devotion theme interpolations 
in the woodwinds and piano. It is clear that Eben not only juxtaposes those themes but 
also the philosophical ideas they represent. He continuously sets up the conflict by 
opposing his musical symbolism of the non-material world—the devotion and virtue 
themes—against his symbol of material prosperity, as exemplified by the money theme. 
At the climax (mm. 236- 251), the virtue theme is most prominent; Eben divides it 
between the mixed choir followed by brass. He blurs the B minor theme by using both 
the natural 6
th
 scale degree (G) and the Dorian 6
th 
(G#). The melodic voice is harmonized 
by quartal chords, and the altos‘ scoring of parallel major seconds produces a dissonant 
quality carried over into the trumpets and trombones. The multiple repetitions of the pitch 
B in the basses declare it as a key center, and the money theme being a secondary layer 
affirms the same pitch as a starting point. Three statements of the money theme in the 
low-middle register sound simultaneously with the virtue theme; the first of these three 
statements is scored for brass, while the second sounds in choir and strings; the third 
statement (strings and low woodwinds) is unfinished. Finally, the fortissimo devotion 
theme in the high woodwinds (mm. 240-242) and in woodwinds and piano (mm. 249-
251) struggles to overpower the money theme (Example 5.13).  
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Example 5.13: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Virtue Theme, mm. 236-248.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Eben adds symbolism through register manipulation, demonstrating the ―high‖ qualities 
of virtue and devotion and ―low‖ characteristics of materiality and money, as the devotion 
and virtue themes occupy the high and middle registers, while money theme sounds in the 
low-middle register. 
The last stage of opposition (mm. 251-272) visually delivers the result of the 
conflict and the strengthened power of the material world through using three strong 
statements of the money theme. The first and second statements sound in the male choir, 
but the third pervades all voices. In these last twenty-two measures, the absence of any 
other thematic material and the withdrawal of the instruments, except for accompanying 
chords in the trumpets, validate the conclusion that the ―material world‖ wins and 
overtakes righteousness, and perhaps suggests the emptiness of a world ruled by money. 
However, the conflict is not resolved and the conclusion does not seem definite, as the 
money theme does not sound triumphant. By this ending Eben connects the first 
movement to the following movement as an expected continuation and eventual 
resolution of the contradiction. Movement one, ―About Virtue,‖ thus concludes with the 
temporary victory of the ―material world‖ represented by the money theme.  
Harmonic Features 
 The overall harmonic plan of the movement ―About Virtue‖ descends a semitone 
from C to B, perhaps suggesting the idea of descending from excellence and virtue to 
materialism. Yet the harmonic features of the movement reflect the conflict interwoven 
into the thematic material—a combination of bimodality (virtue), bitonality (devotion), 
extended tonality (money), and the dodecaphonic motto. In addition, Eben organizes all 
of these features using various pedal points, and follows a clear key scheme when 
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developing the movement. The table below demonstrates Eben‘s preoccupation with 
secundal, tertian, quartal and tritone harmonic relationships. 
Table 5.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Main Key Points  
Introduction Baritone solo Main body 
mm.1-8  mm. 96- 104 m. 105    m. 115 mm. 116-149  mm. 160-198  mm. 215-235  mm. 236-272 
    C                  E      B             D     D-E                     A  → F                Bb                   B  
  
 Three clear key areas can be found in the movement—C, A, and B. The opening 
motto defines C by eight measures of C pedal point and a sustained quartal chord rooted 
in the same pitch. The introduction ends with nine measures of an E pedal point, which 
has a subdominant function (IV-I) to the B tonal area of the following baritone solo, 
emphasized by its starting pitch and the multiple returns to it. The solo concludes with a 
tritone (V°-I) cadence (Ab-D), reinforced by the bass instruments (bassoon, 
contrabassoon, harp, cymbalom, and violoncello). This cadence substitutes for a tonic-
dominant progression and is exemplary of Eben‘s cadential preferences.  
The devotion theme of the main body displays bitonal features. A transition (mm. 
149-159) in sequential imitation leads to a large episode of an A tonal area for the first 
statements of the money theme and virtue theme. The fluctuating second and seventh 
scale degrees in mm. 150-178 point to an A Phrygian/minor mode mixture, while A 
minor sounds in measures 179-198. However, fluctuating second, fourth, and fifth 
degrees also are present. A brief excursion through Bb minor (mm. 223-235) leads to a B 
minor/ Dorian climax (mm. 236-248) and the conclusion of the movement.  
The movement‘s main body displays bitonal features from its beginning, with D-
E and Eb-E pedal points alternating in the bass (mm. 116-130). A stepwise ascending line 
in the double-bass (mm. 137-150) leads a smooth modulation from D to G#, introducing 
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A minor in m. 150. Eben sustains a large A Phrygian/minor episode for the money and 
virtue themes to conclude the exposition. 
The beginning of the ―opposition‖ subsection is polytonal; it is outlined by a Gb 
pedal (mm. 202-204) followed by a C pedal (mm. 206-208) and a chorale-like tune in F 
minor (mm. 211-215). The tritone harmonic color (mm. 207- 214) sounds in the bass 
voices, which sing an ostinato outlining a descending tritone [Gb-Db-C]; the half note on 
the first two beats of each measure emphasizes Gb. A common C major-seventh chord 
(the dominant of F minor and the second scale degree of Bb Dorian), leads to a Bb minor 
episode (mm. 215-235) with a brief A minor deviation in mm. 219-222.  
According to Persichetti, ―Chromatic modulation is attained by shifting an entire 
chord a half step in sudden parallel harmony.‖15 A bold instance of chromatic modulation 
is to be found in the shift from Bb minor to B Dorian for the climax (m. 236 ff). Here, 
after twenty-one measures of Bb minor, Eben omits the expected resolution of the 
polytonal chord G-C-Bb-Eb-Ab (Ab major, Eb major and c minor triads) to Bb, and 
instead shifts a half step higher into B Dorian to again bring in the virtue theme (mm. 
236-248), harmonized in quartal chords (Example 5.13). In addition to the chromatic 
modulation from Bb to B the climax is intensified by the higher tessitura of the choir and 
instruments and reinforced by a B pedal in the bass voices (mm. 236-239). After a 
deceptive cadence to G minor in m. 248, the return to B is by a cadence ii-i in mm. 250-
251. 
Despite the fluctuating second and fifth degrees creating modal ambiguity, the 
concluding twenty-two measures of the movement enforce B minor. Its strong markers 
                                                 
15 Vincent Persichetti, Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice (New York: Norton, 
1961), p. 251. 
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are (1) the B minor triad on the first beat of m. 251; (2) the money theme repeatedly 
starting on B; (3) the quarter note B in the double bass in mm. 251, 256, and 261; and (4) 
the B pedal in the choir (mm. 264-268). The brief bitonality supplied by the contrasting 
chains of chords in the brass resolves to B in m. 267. The movement concludes with a 
plagal cadence—the quartal chord [C#-F#-B] on second degree (m. 269) resolves into the 
open fifth B-F# in mm. 270-272. As seen, Eben avoids the traditional V-i cadence and 
instead prefers ii-i, and vii-i cadential resolutions with the bass moving a half-step down, 
or V°-I cadences, where the bass moves by a tritone. Often he employs sequential 
modulations. 
Eben maintains a tonal stability by using his signature device, pedal points.
16
 
They function as structural markers; they often support the thematic material and are 
withdrawn when more developmental processes occur. The following table demonstrates 
the use of pedal points in the movement: 
Table 5.8: Apologia Sokratus: Movement I, Pedal Point Use 
Mm. 1-8 9-13 14-18 20-22 28-32 39-47 50-58 83-85 91-94 160-180 
Pedal C E F# Ab F# B C  F# F  A  
Theme motto cell cell cell cell  motto motto  cell cell money 
 
 
Mm. 178-
180 
182-
185 
202-204 206-208 215-216 219-222 236-
239 
264-
268 
269-
272 
Pedal A  A Gb C Bb A5 chord B B B-F# 
Theme virtue virtue devotion devotion virtue money virtue   
 
The alternations of pedal vs. non-pedal episodes represent harmonic stability vs. 
instability, and thematic episodes vs. developmental episodes.  
The pedal appears in two rhythmic variants: a sustained, and a rhythmically 
enhanced pedal. The sustained pedal provides a sense of stillness and stability; instances 
                                                 
16 The pedal usage in the oratorio can be seen as a reference to the traditional ―ison‖ in Byzantine liturgical 
music, and the drone in Greek folk music also found in other countries from the region.  
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of such use are the opening motto (mm. 1-8) and the choral entries in the introduction 
(mm. 39-47; mm. 50-58). In contrast, the rhythmic pedal brings urgency and forward 
movement. For example, at the end of the introduction, Eben repeats the same rhythm in 
the piano and timpani for nine measures, establishing an E pedal. It also has a symbolic 
function; it is evocative of the judgment bell that began a trial in ancient Greece, but also 
recalls a church bell issuing an invitation to worship. A rhythmic pedal supports the 
melodic cell from the introduction (mm. 9-13), enhancing its restlessness. In mm. 219-
222 the brief deviation to A minor occurs by way of a triadic chordal pedal in the harp on 
the first and second beats functioning as harmonic accents, while the timpani outline the 
minor seventh, A-G.  
The preponderance of quartal-quintal chords in the movement results from the 
motto row members used as vertical sonorities. Eben uses sustained quartal sonorities 
such as those built within the first, third, and fourth motto statements. Motto-based 
quartal sonorities on the first beat function as harmonic accents. In m. 44 and m. 55 they 
enforce the concurrently sounding motto with its vertical pitch content [0, 5, 11, 3, 8, 9]. 
All accented quartal chords in m. 231, 236, 238, and 247 have percussive qualities, as 
they sound briefly and abruptly. In mm. 67-71 the motto is harmonized with accented 
quartal chords creating the feeling of a vertical motto. At the climax, the augmented 
virtue theme (mm. 223-248) is harmonized with quartal chords—a contradiction 
demonstrating the interaction between the material and the spiritual, and again 
emphasizing the fragility of the latter.  
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Musical Symbolism Expressed through Layering and Opposition 
Layering and opposition are Eben‘s structural methods for organizing the first 
movement. Eben‘s methods of layering and opposition could well be viewed as a parallel 
to Socrates‘ methods of examination and cross-examination. The layering produces a 
variety of textural and harmonic combinations, resulting in bitonality/bimodality and 
compound harmonic structures. Eben layers the musical fabric on multiple levels: 
thematic, rhythmic, harmonic and textural. The simultaneous appearance of the musical 
themes provokes their cross-examination. 
The layering and opposition have a symbolic function. Eben simultaneously sets 
two ideas—material interests and spiritual excellence, and the layering demonstrates their 
incompatibility. Their opposition, set up by the layering of musical symbols, brings a 
clash that is most obvious in the ―opposition‖ subsection (mm. 198-272) of the 
movement, where the musical symbols strive for power. Now the themes become the 
center of a conflict, representing the affirmative vs. negative characteristics of human 
nature. The themes alternate between choir and orchestra, with the virtue theme firmly 
attached only to the timbre of the children‘s voices until the climax, when it sounds in the 
mixed choir. An additional aspect of the musical symbolism is embodied in the melodic 
contour of the material, which alludes to question marks and symbolizes Socrates‘ 
methods of questioning and cross-examination.  
The ―About Virtue‖ movement emphasizes that people often are driven by 
material interests and leave behind the idea of spiritual perfection.. The material world, 
represented by its most powerful symbol, money, wins. It seems that the virtue theme 
leads powerfully towards the climax and conclusion of the movement, but Eben closely 
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follows the written text, and lets the movement‘s conclusion be overpowered by the 
material idea. He allegorically demonstrates the power of money in society by multiple 
repetitions of the money theme, or segments of it. The power of money and material 
goods is additionally underlined by the departure from the C sonority—the representation 
of excellence and virtue at the beginning of the movement—to B at its end.  
Socrates‘ speech makes it unclear if he believed that through understanding the 
concepts of ―good and evil‖ people could gain insight into what virtue (good, true human 
excellence) is. Eben reflects on this uncertainty by withdrawing the virtue theme from the 
last twenty-two measures of the first movement. And despite the fact that Socrates 
questions the striving for material goods, there is no affirmative answer that he succeeded 
in convincing people that truth, wisdom and virtue should guide their approach to life.  
Eben follows this textual idea despite the cuts he made to the original text. The 
question is left open, which necessitates the second movement as an expected 
continuation of the conflict and eventual resolution of it. In the second movement, 
―About Evil,‖ Eben moves even deeper into a dissection of how corruptive power turns 
humanity away from the light.  
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CHAPTER 6 
MOVEMENT II: “ABOUT EVIL”: LINEARITY AND CONTINUITY 
 
The second movement, ―About Evil,‖ carries the strongest contrast in the oratorio. 
Its main textual theme, evil, is at the center of the conflict of the entire composition: that 
between Socrates‘ moral ideas and the common practice of society, or said differently, 
the conflict between virtue and evil. The conflict is twofold: inside the movement and 
within the outer movements. With its 478 measures, the second movement is the longest 
and the most intense of the three. Eben‘s description of the movement reveals his main 
musical idea: 
The second movement is obsessed with its vision of evil rushing headlong, 
which is more difficult to escape from than death.
1
 
 
The continuous rushing is the strongest musical contrast with the outer movements. It is 
emphasized by the tempo Molto agitato throughout. Rhythm is the driving force of the 
second movement. All other musical elements, such as thematic material, texture, and 
harmony are subservant to the rhythm, which reflects the text‘s meaning and represents 
evil. 
Textual Divisions, Textural Decisions, and Linear Formal Design  
Despite the title of the movement, ―About Evil,‖ and the galloping dominance of 
its rhythm, the textual emphasis is on Socrates‘s moral belief that one should stand for the 
truth and avoid unrighteousness. Eben organizes a large part of the movement, 138 
measures, around this text. There are two contrasting characters: virtue, represented by 
Socrates and his beliefs, and onrushing unrighteousness. Eben divides the libretto 
                                                 
1 Eben, Apologia Sokratus, Score preface, translated by N. Matova. 
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between baritone solo and mixed choir in a responsorial manner, forming textural 
alternations. The following table demonstrates the composer‘s textural allocations. 
Table 6.1: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Textual and Vocal Textural Divisions 
Section 
A 
Baritone  
Solo 
―You think that I was convinced through deficiency of words—I mean, that if I 
had thought fit to leave nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have gained an 
acquittal.‖ 
 Male 
choir 
―had thought fit to leave nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have 
gained an acquittal.‖    
Section 
B 
Baritone  
Solo 
―I would rather die having spoken after my manner, than speak in your manner 
and live. For neither in war nor yet at law ought any man to use every way of 
escaping death.‖    
 Mixed 
choir 
―For often in battle there is no doubt that if a man will throw away his arms, 
and fall on his knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and in other 
dangers there are other ways of escaping death.‖ 
 Male, 
female 
choir 
―The difficulty, my friends, is not in avoiding death, but in avoiding 
unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death.‖ 
Section  
A
1
 
Baritone 
solo 
―I am old and move slowly, and the slower runner has overtaken me, and my 
accusers are keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteous, has 
overtaken them.‖ 
 Mixed 
choir 
―I am old and move slowly, and the slower runner has overtaken me, and 
my accusers are keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is 
unrighteous, has overtaken them.‖  
 
Sections A and A
1
 display textual repetitions (seen in bold font in the table) and large 
scale anaphoras, where the text segments sung by the solo baritone are repeated by the 
choir. The middle section (B; mm. 162-398) contains the largest amount of text, as it is 
most varied texturally. All three sections demonstrate the pattern of a baritone solo 
followed by a choral response.   
The repetitive design of vocal texture and music is outlined in the following table:  
Table 6.2: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Textural Repetitive Design 
Solo  -----  Choir                      Solo               Choir          Choir                           Solo             Choir 
85-140      104-146     174-204         209-246          261-395                  407-431         434-476 
           62 mm.                         31 mm.           38 mm.       135 mm.                     25 mm.          42 mm. 
------------A------------   ----------------------B----------------------               -------------- A1 -------------- 
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 The organization of the movement yields three sections—A, B, and A1. Eben 
creates analogous structures for each section: an instrumental statement of thematic 
material, a baritone solo, and choral response. He employs four themes in the second 
movement, these are listed in Table 6.3 and will be explained in more detail later in the 
chapter. Each section of the movement sets up a conflict expressed by two contrasting 
themes. The motto (known from movement I) sounds throughout the movement but 
mainly remains in the background. The musical material from section A returns at the 
end of the movement in section A
1
. However, this does not apply to the text.  
Table 6.3: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Formal Divisions and Thematic Contrasts 
Section A Section B Section A
1
 
1- 161 mm.  162-398 mm.  399-478 mm.  
(161 mm.) (237 mm.) (79 mm.) 
evil theme  destiny  motive evil theme 
motto integrity theme motto segment 
--------- motto ----------- 
 
Czech author Ratibor Budiš views the movement as two sections and a Coda.2 
However, I disagree with his opinion based on the fact that the third section is a 
recapitulation and follows the rather contrasting developmental section B. I therefore 
consider the movement‘s structure as a complex, through-composed, ternary, ABA1 
design. Section A itself consists of three subsections.  
Table 6.4: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Section A Textural Divisions 
a b a' 
Orchestra Baritone solo, choir and orchestra Orchestra 
evil theme Socrates theme evil theme 
motto                                             motto  --------------- 
1-84 mm. 85-146 mm. 146-161 mm. 
 84 mm.   62 mm.     16 mm.  
 
                                                 
2 Ratibor Budiš, ―Apologia Sokratus: dílo o mudrosti a pravdě,‖ Hudební Rozhledy 21, no. 16 (1968), p. 
482.   
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The evil theme played by the orchestra frames section A (subsections a, a‘). In subsection 
b, the solo baritone and choir alternate. Eben sets the concluding measures of the first 
baritone phrase (mm. 100-103) as a refrain in the choir (mm. 104-109, 125-132, and 141-
146). The first and third are homorhythmic; the second refrain contrasts rhythmically 
with the female voices. 
Table 6.5: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Section A, Solo and Choir Alternations 
       Solo                Choir             Solo               Choir              Solo               Choir 
      85-103           104-109         110-124         125-132         133-140          141-146 
      19 mm.             6 mm.            15 mm.          8 mm.            8 mm.              6 mm.  
 
This table demonstrates that the baritone solo, signifying Socrates, diminishes in length 
(19-15-8 measures), which might be a symbolic way for Eben to show that evil will take 
the lead in the B section. The choral responses are arch-shaped, comprising 6-8-6 
measures.  
Section B can be divided into five subsections, as seen in the following table: 
Table 6.6: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Section B Divisions 
a b c a' b' 
Orchestra Baritone solo Choir / Orchestra Orchestra Choir / Orchestra 
    motto 
--------------- integrity theme --------------------- --------------------- integrity theme 
destiny ostinato destiny ostinato ---------------------  destiny ostinato destiny ostinato 
162-173 mm. 174-206 mm.    207-246 mm.  247-260 mm.    261-398 mm. 
    12 mm.    31 +2 mm.       40 mm.    14 mm.        138 mm. 
 
Section B introduces new thematic material, the destiny ostinato. The subsections a and a' 
are analogous. Subsection c adds contrast with new melodic material and new texture, 
which can be considered a pointillistic allusion to the motto. Subsection b' is over four 
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times the length of subsection b; the integrity theme now sounds in the choir and is 
extensively developed. 
Section A
1
 is shorter but denser, and has only two subsections. It is the forceful, 
dynamic reprise. It starts with new material presented in the alto-flute; Eben sets it at a 
slower pace by subdividing the 9/8 meter by two instead of three.   
Table 6.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Section A1 
a b 
Orchestra/baritone solo Orchestra/choir 
alto flute solo motto segment 
  motto segment evil theme  
399- 433 mm. 434-478 mm. 
35 mm. 44 mm. 
 
Despite the similar size of both subsections, the motto segment in baritone (mm. 407-
431) takes half of the first subsection. It also appears again, in the next subsection, as a 
hidden segment in the bass voices in a final attempt to sustain integrity in the face of evil.   
Table 6.8: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Formal Organization 
Section  Subsection Measures Tempo  Meter Performing Forces  
A (RN 1-15) a     1-84 Molto agitato     6/8; 9/8; 3/4 Orchestra  
 b   85-146  6/8          9/8 Baritone /choir 
 a' 147-161  9/8; 6/8           Orchestra 
B  (RN 16-37) abc 162-246                 6/8 Orchestra / Baritone /choir 
 a'b' 247-398   Choir / Orchestra 
A
1
(RN 38-44) d 399-433  9/8                                     Alto flute / Baritone  
 a' 434-478  9/8          6/8                                 Orchestra / Choir 
 
Continuity is created by the alternations of the meters 6/8 and 9/8; this, and the 
tempo Molto agitato contribute to a sense of agitation. The frequent alternations between 
solo and choir and the uneven number of subsections in each section also contribute to 
the variability of the movement.  
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Divisions and Numerology 
The dialogue between baritone and choir mirrors Socrates‘ teaching methods. We 
already saw that the movement‘s formal design is not accidental: each of the three 
sections includes two themes placed in contradiction. This framework plays a vital role as 
the movement‘s organizational principle.  
The libretto concerns the human soul‘s or psyche‘s (in Greek) righteous and 
unrighteous qualities. Ancient Greek philosophers had different theories about the human 
soul, its harmony, the harmony of the universe, and duality. For instance, Pythagoras 
believed that numbers are the key to the universe and that symmetries exist among 
numbers; thus, ―six represented wholeness, peace, and sacrifice.‖3 Plato also drew on and 
developed the tradition of numerology. In the text attributed to Iamblichus
4
 in the book 
The Theology of Arithmetic, the number six—the hexad—is described as ―the first perfect 
number‖5 and ―marker of soul and causer of the condition of life.‖6 Iamblichus comments 
that ―when [a] soul is present, the opposites which have been admitted by the living 
creature are reconciled and ordered and tuned as well as possible….‖7 Further, he 
explains that the soul needs solidity and as the number six brings together odd and even, 
it creates this solidity. He supports his ideas with examples such as the six bodily 
directions and six true means. Further, one reads: ―Because the perfection of the universe 
falls under the hexad, the virtue of the Creator God is rightly thought to be hexadic.‖8 He 
summarizes that the ―hexad is the first to acquire the three movements of the dimensions, 
                                                 
3 Kieren Barry, The Greek Qabalah, pp. 28-29. 
4 Iamblichus was a Neoplatonic philosopher, c. 250-c. 325.  
5 Iamblichus, The Theology of Arithmetic: On the Mystical, Mathematical and Cosmological Symbolism of 
the First Then Numbers, trans. Robin Waterfield (Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes Press, 1988), p. 75. 
6 Ibid., pp. 75-77.  
7 Ibid., p. 77. 
8 Ibid., p.82. 
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and each movement is two-fold, being bounded on both sides by boundaries….‖9 He also 
comments on Plato‘s idea that the soul generates first under number six, then follows its 
double (12), its triple (18), and so forth.
10
  
It is my hypothesis that Petr Eben alludes to ancient numerology theory in the 
formal organization of the movement. He shapes the movement around the number six to 
emphasize the positive nature of the soul despite its encounter with evil. For instance, the 
movement consists of three sections with two themes in each; 3x2 is symmetrical, as is 
2x3. The twelve motto statements are a multiple of six. Pythagoreans called the number 
six ―wholeness of limb‖ and ―universe.‖11 Eben, then, uses six to musically create 
opposition between a stable, holistic universe of essentially good human souls and the 
negative energy of evil doing.  
Motto  
The motto‘s important function is evident in its multiple presentations throughout 
the movement. It signifies the presence of Socrates, and his thoughts. Musically the motto 
functions as a harmonic background; in addition, it serves as a link. Eben underlines the 
complex function of the motto with its more varied statements. While in the first 
movement the motto establishes the presence of Socrates, here, in the second, it is in 
direct confrontation with the evil theme and the destiny motive ostinato. It undergoes 
rhythmic, harmonic, textual, and registral modifications, all as a response to continuous 
mutations of the evil theme. With the exception of the motto segment in the baritone solo 
in section A
1
, the treatment of the motto has two constant features: first, each statement 
                                                 
9 Ibid., p. 81. 
10 Ibid., p. 83. 
11 Iamblichus, The Theology of Arithmetic, p. 79-80. 
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contains the full motto row, and second, it is always scored in the orchestra. This 
consistency creates musical resistance to the frenetic evil theme.  
The movement contains the largest number of motto statements in the whole 
composition. Yet the motto is suppressed by the evil theme and destiny ostinato and does 
not sound as prominently as in the previous movement. In addition, the motto does not 
return to its prime form (P0 [C, B, F, Eb, Ab, A, E, B]) to generate a sustained chord. The 
pitch content of its statements is outlined as shown in the following table:  
Table 6.9: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Motto Statements 
Sec
tion 
Mo
tto 
RN   Measures Length Start Row Description 
A 1 RN 6   (53-60) 8 mm.        E row P4 Pointillistic, woodwind/brass, harp 
 2 RN 7   (61-65) 5 mm.       E row P4          Pointillistic, woodwind/brass, 
cimbalom 
 3 RN 8   (73-80) 8 mm.  Ab row P8         Pointillistic, woodwind/brass, harp 
 4 RN 8   (83-84) 2 mm.      C, 
D, 
B 
three 
parallel rows 
P0, D, B        
xylophone, piano, cimbalom 
 5 RN 9   (85-93) 9 mm.  C row P0            Pointillistic, brass 
 6 RN 9   (95-97) 3 mm. Db row P1           Pointillistic, brass, piano 
 7 RN 11 (110-117) 8 mm.     A row P9            Pointillistic, brass, Vcl. 
 8 RN 11 (120-122) 3 mm.   A row P9                      Piano, strings 
 9 RN 13 (133-140) 8 mm.                Bb transposed  Octaves, woodwinds  
B 10 RN 31 (312-313) 2 mm.    C-F P0-transp. 
(in p4)     
Woodwinds,piano 
 11 RN 31 (315-316) 2 mm.     G-C P7-P0  
(in p4)         
Woodwinds, piano 
A
1
 12 RN 39 (407-428) 22 mm.   C [0, 11, 5, 3] 
segment      
Baritone solo, augmented 
 
The information above points to the following conclusions about the motto treatment:  
1) The appearances of the motto statements decrease in each section—nine, two, and one;  
2) The motto varies in length (between 2 and 9 measures) and the distance between motto 
statements fluctuates as well; 
3) In sections A and B, the motto appears late, suppressed by the evil theme and destiny 
ostinato; 
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4) In section A, the three parallel rows of motto 4 create parallel secundal sonorities; 
5) In section B, each of the only two motto statements sounds in parallel fourth rows;  
6) The motto is scored mostly in a pointillistic fashion (the first seven statements). I 
believe that this klangfarbenmelodie symbolizes the weakening of virtue and loss of trust 
in it, compared to the timbral unity of the motto statements in Movement I. 
In section A (mm. 1-161) the motto functions as a second theme; it first appears in 
m. 53 and takes over the evil theme, suppressing it until m. 161, where the evil theme 
returns before the end of the section. The nine motto statements in section A are full row 
statements (P0, P1, P4, P8, P9) plus some transpositions. They can be viewed as two 
groups: the first includes four motto statements anticipating Socrates‘ solo; the second 
group of five motto entries runs simultaneously with the baritone solo starting in m. 85 to 
create another textural layer. The new textural element, klangfarbenmelodie, and its 
additional color focus attention on the motto without overexposing it. The pointillist 
presentation of the motto has its roots in the libretto; it musically conveys the words 
―throw away his arms and fall on his knees …. may escape death.‖ Here the text 
questions the various ways to escape from death (such as rendering, fawning, and 
betrayal) at any cost (Example 6.1). 
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Example 6.1: Movement II, First Motto Statement, mm. 53-60  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The fourth motto statement (mm. 83-85) is an instance of three simultaneous 
parallel rows starting respectively from C, D, and B, creating a parallel secundal chord 
progression in first inversion, with C in the bass, and B in the high voice, which becomes 
the dissonant pitch leading to the next motto entry P0. This motto cluster functions as a 
local highpoint, introducing the baritone solo with the Socrates theme (Example 6.2). 
Example 6.2: Movement II, Motto Statement 4, Parallel Rows, mm. 83-85  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Section B (mm. 162-398) includes only two motto statements (as virtue is 
suppressed by the destiny motive). Both entries are short, two measures each, and are one 
measure apart. Scored in the woodwinds and piano, their length is equal to the destiny 
motive ostinato. As in the first section, both motto statements sound in parallel perfect 
fourths (mm. 312-313, mm. 315-316) (Example 6.3). Thus, the rows of motto 10 start on 
C and F (P0, and P0 transposed); the rows of motto 11 are P7 and P0. Earlier in the 
section (mm. 233-236, mm. 237-240), Eben masterfully adds twice in the double-bass a 
four-pitch set from the motto ([0, 11, 9, 3]) but in a different pitch order ([C, B, A, Eb]) 
as another illustration of the choir‘s text, ―ways of escaping death.‖ However, because 
this motto variant does not carry any structural or functional importance, it is not included 
in the table of motto statements. 
Example 6.3: Movement II, Motto Statement 11, P7-P0 Rows, mm. 315-316 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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The motto statements‘ length and rhythmic modifications alternate in long-short 
fashion, and once again demonstrate that rhythm is a leading factor in the movement. 
Thus, the odd numbered statements 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9 are eight or nine measures long and 
feature one row member per measure. In contrast, the even motto statements 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 
and the odd 11
th
 entry are contracted (2-3 measures), containing two to six row members 
per measure.  
The baritone solo in section A
1
 (at mm. 407-428) is a rhythmically augmented 
motto segment of the P0 row ([0, 11, 5, 3] as [C, B, F, Eb]), appearing with the text, ―I 
am old and move slowly, and the slower runner has overtaken me, and my accusers are 
keen and quick, and the faster runner, who is unrighteous, has overtaken them.‖ This 
twenty-two measure motto segment boldly illustrates the old Socrates and musically 
demonstrates that he is losing his energy and becoming the slower runner (Example 6.4). 
One additional, transposed augmented motto segment ([A, G#, D, C#] [0, 11, 5, 4]) in the 
choral bass (mm. 434-450) is hidden in the already denser texture. This modified segment 
(c is altered) is a part of a pedal.   
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Example 6.4: Movement II, Baritone Solo, Augmented Motto Segment, mm. 399-431  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
 
The motto, being a representation of virtue, links the first and second movements. 
An additional symbolic meaning can be seen in Eben‘s use of twelve motto statements in 
the present movement. Most likely, they are a musical reference to the accusations 
against Socrates concerning his beliefs in different deities from the twelve gods approved 
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by city officials. Thus, the twelve motto statements parallel the twelve Olympian gods, 
the official Greek gods. As stated earlier in the chapter, twelve is twice the number of 
perfection, six. It also refers to the twelve months of the year, the zodiac signs, and is also 
parallel to the twelve chromatic tones. The scheme of motto statements, nine for section 
A, two for section B, and one for section A
1
, is a clear indication that evil has overtaken 
virtue by the end of the movement. The motto statements thus create contrast with and 
provide resistance to the continuously changing evil theme. 
Evil and Thematic Transformation: Recurring Motives and Cells  
Eben introduces the evil theme in the fifth measure of section A; it is preceded by 
four measures of rhythmic introduction, which sets the mood. It is easy to identify this 
theme after the composer‘s description of evil as ―rushing headlong.‖ Eben supplies the 
evil character with two musical personalities; thus, in sections A and A
1
 it is an 
aggressive evil theme, and in section B it is a destiny motive ostinato. In Plato‘s Republic, 
Socrates states that the consistent, harmonious soul depends on setting one‘s beliefs, 
desires and preferences in order. When this harmony is damaged, defection of the soul 
occurs and this generates evil. In the oratorio this event occurs in the first movement, so it 
is reasonable that the composer brings the evil theme into the second movement.  
The evil theme predominates in sections A and A
1
. Its first statement is five 
measures long and in two voices. Its high voice is constructed of three pitches (B, C#, E) 
to which a second drone voice on D (an ison) in the same rhythm is added. Together 
these pitches form the four-note PC set B-C#-D-E [0, 2, 3, 5]. In section A the evil theme 
does not appear in the choir. Its predominantly brass scoring alludes to war calls. In 
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antiquity, ancient Greeks used the salpinx, a bronze trumpet, as a signaling instrument for 
attack in battle. Eben‘s treatment of the brass is similar here.  
The initial evil theme is scored in four horns. Its rhythmic characteristics—a 
pickup, accents, and hemiolas—contribute to its aggressive and arrogant character. The 
omission of the first eighth note in the triplets appearing on the downbeat and the slurred 
notes add urgency and direction (Example 6.5).  
Example 6.5: Movement II, Evil Theme, mm. 5-10  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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The evil theme displays continuous rhythmic and melodic modifications. In 
section A its assaults are suppressed by the motto‘s nine statements, starting at m. 50, but 
still one can find six statements of the theme, the last appearing in mm. 146-151 before 
the end of section A, as shown in Table 6.10 below. 
Table 6.10: Movement II, Section A, Evil Theme Statements 
# Measures Performing forces Voices Pedal Rhythmic characteristics 
1     5-10 4 Hn 2v pedal D  
2   13-18 4 Hn 2v pedal D rhythm modified 
3   21-25 3 Tr 3v  parallel Q chords rhythm modified 
4   26-32  3 Fl, 3 Ob, 3 Cl, 2 Bssn  parallel chords 
(various) 
transformed rhythmically 
5   33- 43 3 Fl, 3 Cl, 3 Bssn, DBs   transformed rhythmically 
6 146-151 4 Hn 2v pedal D  
 
After two slightly rhythmically varied evil theme statements, Eben begins to 
modify it. The third entry of the theme sounds in quartal chords scored for three trumpets. 
Then, the theme appears truncated and transformed rhythmically in the woodwinds (mm. 
26-32, mm. 33-43, mm. 68-70). It returns in measure 146 for the last time in the section, 
where it is in its initial form but truncated, again scored for four horns. The rhythmic 
modifications of the evil theme and its scoring may symbolize evil‘s continual mutations. 
In the episodes where the theme is absent there is a rhythmic substitution for it (mm. 99-
110, and mm. 141-146), which propels the movement forward.  
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Example 6.6: Movement II, Rhythmic Substitution for the Evil Theme, mm. 99-110  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
In section A
1
 a modified evil theme returns at m. 441 with five sequential 
statements. Now, it is also scored in the choir; its migration between voices and 
instruments may refer to corruption on a large scale, reflecting the text ―and the faster 
runner, who is unrighteous, has overtaken them.‖ The sequential modulations of the evil 
theme are realized in a unison melodic figure in sopranos and basses that leads to a 
sustained pedal framing the inner voices engaged in presenting the evil theme and 
establishing a new tonal center.  
Table 6.11: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Section A
1
, Evil Theme Entries  
# Mm. Scoring Characteristics Dynamic Pedal 
1 441-445 Alto divisi over quartal harmony, low register p G#—Bass/DBs 
2 448-452 Alto, divisi 
Tenor divisi 
Parallel quartal chords, low 
register 
mp C#-G# to Eb—Ob, 
Bssn,  
soprano/bass voices 
3 453-456 4 Horns pedal D poco f E—woodwinds, 
soprano/bass voices 
4 457-459 Alto divisi 
Tenor divisi 
Parallel quartal chords, unfinished f F—Fl, Tbn,  
soprano/bass voices 
5 460-464 Alto divisi 
Tenor divisi 
two voices, doubled in octaves, 
transposed M2 ↑ 
piu f G—Hn, soprano/bass 
voices 
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 Eben leads towards the climax by raising the register after each modulation, 
expanding the dynamics and thickening the texture in an illustration of the ―restlessness 
of the evil.‖ For instance, the first statement (mm. 441-445) is in piano in the alto voices 
divisi in the low register over a G# pedal (basses and doublebass), while harp and piano 
exhibit polyrhythm—two against three notes. The second statement is thickened 
texturally by adding tenors to the altos; now, the evil theme sounds in four-part parallel 
quartal chords, in mp, transposed a perfect fourth higher in register. The modulating 
melodic figure in sopranos and basses (doubled by oboes and bassoons) ends on a C# 
pedal. The orchestra only partially doubles the voices (the evil theme is doubled by 
clarinets and flutes on first and last beat) to make the choir more audible.  
The third sequence (m. 453) puts the evil theme in four horns as melody and drone 
in poco f as at the beginning of the movement. An E pedal in octaves is established in 
flutes, oboes, clarinet, sopranos and basses. The fourth evil theme statement sounds in 
quartal chords in the altos and tenors (mm. 457-459) in forte, and sopranos, basses, flutes, 
and trombone establish an F pedal. This is interrupted by the last evil theme sequence 
establishing a G pedal, now doubled by horns.  
The climax (mm. 463-474) is marked by fortissimo alternations of choir and 
orchestra. The choral ―hypo tu thattonos‖ (m. 465) leads to shouts of ―tés kakiás‖ (those 
evils) as quartal chords in measures 467 and 469, supported only by timpani. The metric 
emphasis is evident, as the choir sings in trochaic rhythm. The orchestral answers in 
measures 468 and 470-471 are aggressive. The sustained polychord in the choir on ―tés‖ 
(those) at mm. 472-474 includes five of the eight pitches of the motto (C-B-F-Eb-
Ab+F#), creating unity and perhaps alluding to virtue‘s last efforts.  
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A sudden change sounds in the concluding four measures of the movement as the 
choir whispers its final unison ―kakiás‖ (evils) on A, followed by the final unison A, 
marked sforzando/fff  in the tuba, third trombone, timpani, cymbalom, piano, cello and 
doublebass follow this with a. At the conclusion of the movement, evil is triumphant, 
both textually and rhythmically.  
Eben‘s continuous modification of the evil theme in Section A1 can be 
summarized as follows: first, the statements move from lower to higher register through 
sequential modulation; second, together with the rise in register, the dynamic level 
increases from p to piu f; third, the tension is intensified by a thickening of the texture; 
fourth, it is always supported by a pedal; fifth, its entries vary in length as Eben creates 
slight rhythmic variations of each sequence. These observations support my claim that 
the continuous modifications of the evil theme are the motor of the movement and a 
musical symbol of the corrupting power of evil. 
Destiny Motive 
In section B (mm. 162-398), Eben introduces a motivic cell which continues the 
conflict, temporarily replacing the evil theme. For analytical purposes it will be termed 
the destiny motive. It is short, only two measures in length, and consists of only three 
pitches from the PC set: [Eb, Fb, Gb] or [0, 1, 3]. Its intrusive reappearance throughout 
the section generates a sense of urgency and expectancy (Example 6.7).  
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Example 6.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Section B, Destiny Motive, mm. 163-164.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
  
Eben sets the destiny motive as an ostinato with multiple reiterations. Its brevity 
points to Eben‘s intention to make it a continuous and consistent irritant. It restrains the 
motto to only two statements at mm. 312-313 and 315-316. Like the evil theme, the 
destiny ostinato also undergoes constant modifications in terms of pitch and rhythm, 
creating continuity. 
 The numerous transformations of the destiny ostinato display the following 
characteristics: 1) its statements are irregularly spaced; 2) it fluctuates between different 
instruments and voices; 3) it has slight rhythmic/melodic alterations in some of its 
statements; 4) it takes over the musical fabric for intensification; 5) it appears in a single 
voice, in parallel intervals, harmonized in quartal chords and in imitative texture; 6) it is 
often supported by a pedal. With its intensive reiterations the ostinato creates a rhythmic 
contrast with the integrity theme in the baritone solo, which is the central point of section 
B. The following table outlines the presence and characteristics of the destiny motive in 
section B: 
 156 
Table 6.12: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Section B, Destiny Motive Statements 
No. Measures Starting 
pitch 
Scoring Pedal No. Mm. Pitch Scoring Ped
al 
1 163- 164 Eb    Hn Eb 18 287 Bb  4 Hns ---- 
2 166-167 Eb    Trb Eb 19 290-291 D Cimb G 
3 169-170 Eb    Hn Fb 20 294-295 D Cimb G 
4 172-174 Db Tbn/ Hn Fb 21 318-319 A  
quartal 
chords 
2 Bns/4 
Hns 
 
5 176-177 C    Cimb F 22 347-348 F B/Hn ---- 
6 180-181 C    Cimb F 23 350-351 G B/Hn  
7 183-184 A in 
octaves 
   Hns G 24 355-356 F TB/2 Hns ---- 
8 192-193 C    Cimb F 25 360-361 Eb  SATB 
Tb, Tb 
---- 
9 195-197 A in 
octaves 
4 Hns G 26 368-369 B SATB ---- 
10 251-252 F 
quartal 
chords 
3 Tpts + 
2 Tbns 
Bb-F 27 374-375 D SATB Eb 
11 254-255 F 
quartal 
chords 
3 Tpts + 
2 Tbns 
Bb-F 
to  
B-F 
28 377-378 F quartal 
chords 
SATB 
---- 
12 263-264 C   Cimb. F 29 382-384 C alto/tenor A 
13 266-267 A 4 Hns G 30 383-384 F Basses A 
14 268-269 B 2 Cl G 31 386-387 C Tenors A 
15 269-270 F  2 Tpts G      
16 275-276 C Tpt F 32 386-388 F Basses A 
17 279-280 F Tpt G 33 391-395 F Basses Cb 
 
Both the evil theme and destiny ostinato, in their last statements, respectively in sections 
B and A
1
, move to the choir; I interpret this as meaning that evil overtakes humankind. 
Given the similarities between the two themes in relation to the placement, treatment, and 
modification techniques to which Eben submits them, the destiny ostinato may be 
considered an extension of the evil theme.  
Socrates, the Integrity Theme, and Continuity of the Conflict 
Conflict in the movement is created and maintained by three baritone solos that 
position Socrates against the evil theme and destiny ostinato in each section. The baritone 
solos in sections A and B initiate new thematic material, while the solo in section A
1
 is 
the augmented motto segment discussed earlier.  
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The baritone solo from section A (mm. 85-140), Socrates’ theme, is Socrates‘ 
appeal to the people who accused him. He explains that his behavior is not the result of a 
deficit of words, but that it signifies a refusal to act and speak pleasingly to his accusers 
in order to become free: ―You think that I was convinced through deficiency of words—I 
mean, that if I had thought fit to leave nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have 
gained an acquittal.‖ The baritone sings in his middle and upper register, encompassing 
only a small range, from Ab bellow middle C to F above it, which is another way of 
illustrating Socrates‘ decision to speak little. The solo‘s three phrases alternate with the 
choir.  
The solo has a chromatic nature; its first two phrases have the same text and 
melodic characteristics.  
Example 6.8: Movement II, Baritone Solo, End of First Phrase (RN 9-10), mm. 97-103  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The ending of the second phrase deserves special attention with its descending perfect 
fourth, minor second, and tritone. This same melodic shape and intonation appear in the 
alto flute solo of section A
1 
but in retrograde; they, in fact, comprise the opening motto 
cell of the ballet Curses and Blessings.  
The three responding phrases in the choir (6+8+6 measures) repeat the concluding 
gesture of the baritone‘s first phrase. The choir sounds tense and forced while singing 
―had thought fit to leave nothing undone, nothing unsaid, I might have gained an 
 158 
acquittal,‖ which I interpret as an allusion to the intensity and force of Socrates‘ cross- 
examination during his trial.  
Four motto statements introduce the Socrates theme, which is supported by 
simultaneous orchestral motto statements; these symbolize Socrates, his ethics and 
righteousness. Each of the three phrases of his solo includes a motto in the background, 
which is withdrawn during the choral response. During the solo‘s first phrase the evil-like 
rhythm, derived from the evil theme, appears in the strings (see Example 6.6); it 
substitutes for the evil theme and provides an ongoing contrast.  
The choir repeats the last musical phrase of the baritone, creating the first large 
textual anaphora (mm. 100-103). With its three entries the choir comments on Socrates‘ 
words. The choral repetitions coincide with the galloping evil-like rhythm which starts at 
m. 99, and with the absence of motto; this suggests that the composer envisions the choir 
as a representative of the people against Socrates. Eben demonstrates how the group of 
accusers grows by gradually expanding the scoring; for instance, at RN 10 only the male 
choir replies; it also responds with a second answer (RN 12) while the female choir adds 
an accompaniment of galloping triadic chords in second inversion. At RN 14, a four-part 
male choir responds, while female voices add accented chords to the evil-like rhythm 
(Example 6.9).  
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Example 6.9: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Choral Responses, mm. 104-146  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The integrity theme, a baritone solo (mm. 174-204) from section B, plays the 
central role in the movement. It introduces new thematic material illustrating the subject 
of ―integrity and honesty‖ with the text, ―I would rather die having spoken after my 
manner, than speak in your manner and live. For neither in destiny nor yet at law ought 
any man to use every way of escaping death.‖ The integrity theme acts as a second theme 
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and is extensively developed throughout the section. Its two phrases are sixteen and 
fifteen measures in length (Example 6.10).  
Example 6.10: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Integrity Theme, Baritone Solo, mm. 
190-205.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 6.10 continued 
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Example 6.10 continued 
 
The integrity theme includes a set of ten chromatic pitches ([G, Ab, A, Bb, B, C, 
C#, D, Eb]) plus an F added in the second phrase. The solo unfolds from two intervals, a 
minor sixth and major third. The obvious preponderance of the ascending minor sixth 
adds a dramatic character to the solo, creating a signature gesture. The major third raises 
questions; Eben‘s preference for this notation most likely is another illustration of 
―effort,‖ which adds tension to the color together with the glissando, which generates a 
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dramatic effect. The solo concludes at the break of the baritone‘s high register. The 
musical gestures reflect the text; thus, the baritone solo represents Socrates‘ manner of 
speaking and life—the ascending gesture and preponderant minor sixths may illustrate 
courage and strong will. Hypothetically, with the multiple repetitions of the minor sixths, 
Eben suggests that if the number six is perfection, as stated by Iamblichus, then Socrates 
leads the people to perfection; however, the preference for the minor sixth suggests that it 
is questionable that Socrates will succeed in this. 
Here, in contrast to the previous solo, instead of the motto, the destiny ostinato 
intensifies the background. Clearly, this is the center of the conflict. The orchestral 
scoring is very economical—a supporting pedal in timpani, piano and double-bass, and 
occasional doubling in viola, cello and wind instruments.  
The integrity theme undergoes an extended treatment in the choir in the 
developmental episode of section B, with mm. 261-365 being in conflict with the destiny 
motive in the orchestra from m. 251. The first phrase of the integrity theme in the choir is 
imitative (mm. 261-332, RN 25): the male voices followed by the female voices (m. 273). 
The choral unison (mm. 322-365, RN 32) presents the transformed, distorted integrity 
theme until the aggressive invasion of the destiny ostinato in. m. 347 (Example 6.11).  
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Example 6:11. Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Modified Integrity Theme in Choir, mm. 
322-346  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The signature intervals of the integrity theme, the minor sixth and major third, are 
replaced here by a perfect fifth and diminished fourth, as Eben dims virtue‘s 
characteristics by standardizing the intervals; it demonstrates how the crowd would 
misrepresent Socrates‘ ideas, expressed by the constant reference to the descending 
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perfect fifth (C-F) which now dominates. After the choir abandons the integrity theme in 
m. 365, it appears deformed, only in the winds until m. 384, and then dissolves.  
Rhythm: a Distinctive Element of Continuity and Contrast 
Rhythm is the most distinctive feature of the second movement. The rhythmic 
character of each theme plays a vital role in the contrast and continuity of the movement. 
The triple meters 6/8 and 9/8, and the tempo marking Molto agitato demonstrate the 
rushing quality of evil and its motoric urgency. By and large, the rhythm is symbolic, 
capturing the mood of the text. Eben uses 3/4 meter only twice to rhythmically transform 
the evil theme (m. 33 and forward, m. 67 and forward). He applies different rhythmic 
patterns to the evil theme and destiny ostinato on the one hand, and the integrity theme on 
the other. Each of the themes undergoes continuous rhythmic transformation throughout 
the movement.  
The groups of running triplets are the movement‘s rhythmic foundation. From 
these Eben creates various other patterns, using upbeats and rests to impart an active 
character to the movement. Thus, the Socrates theme (section A) starts with a single 
eighth note upbeat. More elaborate is the evil theme; it is developed from triplets but has 
a more diverse rhythm (syncopation and hemiolas) than the destiny ostinato, built from 
three triplet groups. Both begin with two-note upbeat group.  
The evil theme manifests the trochaic foot
12
 (long-short, or quarter note-eighth 
note). Its two-note pick-up sets up an aggressive and determined mood that adds to the 
unsettled character of the movement. The trochaic foot is known as a ―running or tripping 
rhythm.‖13 Martin West comments on the trochaic foot‘s ―running character,‖ a quality 
                                                 
12 West, p. 159.  
13 Ibid., p. 140.  
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which Eben apparently uses to describe evil‘s aggressive onrush. The hemiola groups in 
the evil theme add angularity and variety. The evil-like rhythm replacing the evil theme in 
section A (mm. 99) is also a variant of the trochaic foot, with an eighth-note rest in the 
middle of each triplet group. The triplets provide continuity and propel the music 
forward, building a contrast to the preponderant duple meter (2/2 and 6/8) of the first 
movement.   
The destiny ostinato, very prominent in section B, is built from running triplets, 
and undergoes continuous rhythmic transformation. Often it is segmented and can start 
on any beat, The continuous rhythmic transformation of the thematic material gives the 
movement forward direction. To this Eben often adds intervallic variations, additional 
voices, change of scoring, or contrasting articulations and accents. For example, the 
polyrhythm in mm. 207-246 musically portrays the following text: 
For often in battle there is no doubt that if a man will throw away his 
arms, and fall on his knees before his pursuers, he may escape death; and 
in other dangers there are other ways of escaping death. 
 
Eben sets this episode in 6/8; he employs running triplet groups and against these, groups 
of duple eighth-notes which he groups in a six-note pattern (♫ ♪♪♪♪) or a four-note 
pattern (♫♪♪), while the choir mainly sings duplets (Example 6.12). 
Example 6:12: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II, Polyrhythm, mm. 208-212  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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 Set in 6/8, the iambic foot (short-long, eighth note-quarter note) of the integrity 
theme is musically contrasting and highly symbolic.
14
 For ancient writers the iambic foot 
was close to standard speech, having noble characteristics and dignity.
15
 Together with its 
initial melodic sixth, the rhythmic pattern with its variants gives the integrity theme a 
determined, energetic and noble character, symbolizing virtue and Socrates himself. In 
contrast, the Socrates theme displays a combination of trochaic and iambic feet which 
gives it a more settled and calm character.  
Eben creates a significant rhythmic contrast at the beginning of section A
1
. It 
reflects a change of character in the libretto and is expressed by decelerating the tempo 
by altering the inner pulsation of the meter. Thus, the solo alto flute plays duplets within 
triple meter (9/8), which creates a static character at the same tempo. It prepares the 
augmented motto in the baritone, which displays the trochaic foot, here in augmented 
note values to set up the very calm and serious character of the baritone solo.  
Harmonic Rhythm and Layering: Continuity and Contrast  
The harmonic features of the movement also follow the libretto. As the text is 
obsessed with evil, so is the harmony. ―Free tonality‖ could be the general description of 
the movement, following Ralph Turek‘s definition, which terms ―freely tonal‖ music as 
organized not by functional harmony but instead by pedal point and ostinato.
16
 Eben uses 
pitch centers as building blocks, even though these are not true tonal centers. Mostly the 
pedal holds the moving rhythmic patterns together. By and large, the movement displays 
use of pedals, secundal/septimal and quartal/quintal sonorities, and bitonal episodes, 
                                                 
14 Besides the basic pattern, the integrity theme includes one measure in choriamb foot, a combination of 
trochaic and iambic rhythms.  
15 West, p. 158. 
16 Ralph Turek, The Elements of Music: Concepts and Applications, vol. 2 (McGraw-Hill, 1996), p. 319. 
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which are articulated by a pedal point against another textural layer or an alternation 
between both. Simultaneous layers with different textures and rhythms are part of the 
complex harmonic scheme of the movement.  
In section A, the harmonic development of mm. 1-50 is based on pedal points that 
serve as a foundation for a preponderance of various quartal sonorities. The movement‘s 
opening cluster (Eb-F-F#-C) is divided in seconds and a tritone that alternate between 
timpani and piano. This prepares the pedal D-C# (mm. 3-21) that supports the evil theme. 
The pedal D-C# is rhythmically varied, adding complexity, but at the same time it 
grounds the fast changing quartal sonorities. The pedal pitches D-C# sound as a harmonic 
second or seventh, or alternate. This usage makes clear that the pedal (D-C#) is a part of 
the evil theme [B-C#-E], disintegrated to form the harmonic support.  
The motto statements following m. 53 provide relative harmonic stability, being 
scored mainly as a bass line and substituting for a pedal or busy harmonic activity.  
Table 6.13: Movement II, Section A, Harmonic Directions—Pedals, Motto, Evil Theme 
mm. 1-3 4-21   21-25  53-60       61-65 73-80 83-84 85-93 95-96 
  evil      evil Motto 1    Motto 2 Motto 3 Motto 4 Motto 5 Motto 6 
Pedal F#-C   
D-C# 
D-C#  D-G#  E     
 
 
99-108 110-117 118-119 120-122 122-124 125-131 133-140 141-146 146-151 
evil-like Motto 7  Motto 8 quartal   Motto 9 evil-like evil 
Gb   A A A Eb 
bitonality 
(Eb+D) 
 G 
bitonality 
(G+C) 
D+C# 
 
The rhythmic pedals in the strings (mm. 99-108 and mm. 141-146) emphasize the rhythm 
by sounding on the first and third note of each triplet group. When the evil theme is not 
present, its substitute, the trochaic evil-like rhythm, continues the rhythmic and harmonic 
drive.  
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The rhythmic function of Eben‘s harmonies can be observed in the punctuating 
quartal sonorities in mm. 5, 9, 11, 19, 33, 371, 441-443 (sections A and B), which appear 
mostly on the first beat of the 6/8 meter to support the rhythm, providing a metric 
regularity and a sense of harmonic stability.   
Often there are ―harmonic rhythm holders‖—a triplet group of chords—intended 
just to keep the rhythmic drive and to add rhythmic contrast while the motto functions as 
a pedal; this can be observed in mm. 99-109, 111-117, and 141-146. Another instance of 
a ―harmonic rhythm holder,‖ sounds in strings and piano in mm. 133-140 against the 
motto in the woodwinds (Example 6.13).   
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Example 6.13: Apologia Sokratus: Movement II: ―About Evil,‖ Section A, Motto and 
―Harmonic Rhythm Holders,‖ mm. 133-140  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 6.13 continued 
 
Section A is polytonal from the beginning due to the supporting pedal D-C#. In 
mm. 125-131 the Eb pedal clashes with the chromatic melodic segment from the solo and 
accompanying chords in D minor. The usage of G major and C major (mm. 141-146) 
produces varieties of quartal chords over the alternating pedal G-C.  
The harmonic activities of section B result from multiple entries of the destiny 
ostinato, integrity theme, numerous downbeat rhythmic pedal points, and modulations. 
Eben layers these in a transparent light orchestration giving priority to the solo and choir. 
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Overall, section B demonstrates harmonic stability. The prevalent harmonic 
rhythm is articulated by a rhythmic pedal heard on the first note of the triplet groups, 
creating urgency and an expectation for the inescapable to come. The section is 
dominated by pedal points. In m. 162 a chromatic modulation Eb-Fb-F starts in the pedal 
(trombone and doublebass) and establishes the main tonal area of F minor (m. 174) with 
the baritone‘s integrity theme. The rhythmic pedal is constantly present through the 
episode of mm. 162-206, together with two more layers which sound simultaneously—
the integrity theme and the destiny ostinato. The punctuating pedal rhythm returns in m. 
261 (RN 25), and at RN 30-31 the repeated pedal chords are one beat long (cymbalom, 
harp, strings). From RN 32 the punctuating pedal is omitted, symbolizing that the 
inescapable has arrived—the return of evil.  
Table 6.14: Movement II, Section B, Pedal Points and Harmonic Activities 
mm.  162-167 168-173 174-182 183-186 190-194 195-197 209-211 212-216 
Pedal Eb Fb F G F G D+Q D+Q 
 
mm. 250-254 255-259 260 261-265 266-269 270-272 273-276 
Pedal Bb-F B-F C F G F, Eb, F# F 
 
mm. 277-278 279-280 283-286 288-296 304-309 310-311 314-320 338-349 
Pedal Ab G Ab G C C# Q F+C 
 
Section B is overall in F and despite the avoidance of the pitch Bb, the mode 
inclines towards F minor, due in part to the presence of Ab in the baritone solo part. It is 
established by multiple returns of the pedal to F and multiple references of the baritone 
solo to the same pitch. There are numerous local deviations but the only significant shift 
of tonal center from the mode occur in m. 288 with a modulation to G minor, and in m. 
304 with a shift to C minor, while m. 322 marks the return to F minor. Here, at RN 32-33, 
the modified unison integrity theme in the choir is grounded in F by multiple returns to 
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the pitch, which is also sustained in the strings (mm. 327-330, 332-335, and 338-339) and 
the occasional one-measure F-C sonority in the trombones and tuba. Eben brings back the 
destiny motive in RN 34 and sets it in multiple sequential modulations rising in register. 
Its twelve repetitions gradually pervade the whole choir (doubled in brass), leading to a 
cessation of the integrity theme in m. 365.   
A tritone cadence Gb-C in the pedal (mm. 395-398), a substitute for the classical 
V-I cadence, leads to the dynamic A
1 
section. Here, despite the seemingly static alto flute 
and baritone solos, the reprised evil theme is set as a chain of five ascending sequential 
chromatic modulations in the choir, initiated by the bass and leading towards the climax 
of the movement.
17
 The modulations are led by the pedal in soprano and bass and follow 
each other closely; the evil theme ascends from E-A-C#-D-E. Fast changing quartal 
chords support the chained modulations.  
The last cluster of the movement sounds in the choir (mm. 472-474), 
recapitulating the opening cluster of mm. 1-3; its pitch content normal order shows a 
symmetric intervallic structure: [1.5, 1, 0.5, 1, 1.5] or C-Eb-F-F#-Ab-B. It outlines a 
segment of five pitches from the integrity theme and the intervallic characteristics of both 
the evil theme and the destiny ostinato.  
The Choir: Word Painting for Continuity and Contrast 
The role of the choir in the second movement is expanded over that of the first; it 
not only comments on the action, but is an active part of it. The choir carries large parts 
of the text and exhibits word painting extensively. In contrast to the previous movement, 
where the choir presents new thematic material, here, in the second movement, the choir 
                                                 
17 Their intensity and aggressiveness raise parallels with the Vivace sequential modulations of ―Tod wo ist 
dein Stachel‖ in the sixth movement of Brahms‘ Ein Deutsches Requiem. 
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develops thematic material already presented by the orchestra and baritone solo. Still, the 
choir has a leading function throughout the movement and especially in sections B and 
A
1
. The choral texture is varied, but homorhythm and imitation prevail. The movement 
demonstrates word painting on a large scale, illustrating sentences and ideas rather than 
particular words. Still, one finds instances of local word painting as well. While in 
section A the choir mostly responds with short repetitive phrases to the baritone solo, in 
section B it functions more independently.  
In mm. 209-246 of section B, the choir represents the crowd convicting Socrates 
and responds to him ironically. Set in a pointillistic manner, where each syllable is in a 
different voice (doubled by harp and piano), it illustrates the text: ―…for often in battle 
there is no doubt that if a man will throw away his arms and fall on his knees before his 
pursuers….‖ One can speculate that there is an intended relationship between the 
pointillistic motto and the choral pointillistic episodes, as both represent the weakening of 
virtue. Here, the choral divisi, doubled by horns, trumpets, and trombones, perhaps 
suggests that many more people in the crowd gave in to evil.  
The choir has a leading role in the extensive second subsection of section B, 
unfolding the integrity theme and then shouting the destiny ostinato to suppress the motto. 
The choir develops the first phrase of the baritone‘s integrity theme (mm. 178-189); the 
male choir unison (mm. 261-272) is followed in m. 273 by the female choir in a quasi 
imitative manner. Eben secures the prominent role of the choir by light orchestral scoring 
which mostly includes pedal, unison descending tritones, stacked perfect fourths, and 
outbursts of the destiny ostinato.  
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A strong symbolic usage of the choir can be observed at RN 32-33 of section B 
(mm. 322-346). The choral unison, being the distorted integrity theme (partially doubled 
by viola and cello), powerfully underscores the message in the choir: ―The difficulty, my 
friends, is not in avoiding death, but in avoiding unrighteousness, for that runs faster than 
death.‖ It is obvious that the unison not only brings clarity to the text but also, through 
the challenging unison singing, shows the difficulties of avoiding unrighteousness. Eben 
demonstrates this effort to retain virtue by omission of both the evil theme and destiny 
ostinato. The light orchestration highlights the text. These observations suggest that the 
episode is the literary climax of the movement; it carries the moral lesson of the text and 
Eben thus uses the choral unison for this particular moment, as a very powerful musical 
device.  
Eben reaches the highest points of intensity and conflict by scoring the evil theme 
and destiny ostinato in the choir in sections B and A
1
. In m. 347 of section B, the destiny 
ostinato breaks into the integrity theme in the choir, corrupting it. This gradual corruption 
starts from the bass (mm. 347-348; 350-351), evolves to tenor (mm. 355-356) and 
obsesses the full choir from mm. 368 with the text ―Thatton gar thanatú thei.‖ At this 
episode, the destiny ostinato takes over in the choir until the end of the section. Its 
gradual dissolving begins in mm. 382-395, where it is placed in imitation and within each 
repetition the ostinato gradually loses its aggressiveness. With the evil theme also 
invading the choir in the last episode of section A
1
, it becomes evident that virtue loses 
the battle.  
Despite its title, ―About Evil,‖ and having evil as its driving force, in fact this 
movement is about the soul‘s harmony and strength. This argument is supported by the 
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three baritone solos, so central to the movement. Even though it seems that evil 
overpowers virtue at the end of the movement, the low register and choral unison suggest 
to me that musically, the final word has not yet been said. The last choral unison on A 
also serves as cadence IV-I to E, the starting point of the last movement. Thus, the finale 
of the second movement opens the door for the ―About Death‖ movement, which returns 
to the qualities of virtue and righteousness, despite death. Many honorable people in 
human history have transcended death, which confirms Socrates‘ point that death should 
not be feared.  
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CHAPTER 7 
MOVEMENT III “ABOUT DEATH”: THE NEW BEGINNING 
 
The central theme of the third movement is death—both the impending death of 
Socrates and death as the common end of all humanity. The movement offers the final 
assessment of human actions in reference to death. Here Eben expands his musical 
devices, but despite the richness of its thematic material, the movement is well structured 
and is developed in a continuous linear fashion. Eben creates continuity and structural 
and thematic coherence through a rondo-like structure and by including the same motto 
found in the previous two movements.   
Textual, Textural, and Formal Organization 
In the score‘s preface, Eben explains that he expressed two hypotheses about 
death in the third and final movement. Despite that focus, he desired to end the work on a 
positive note, emphasizing the preservation of life:  
The third movement expresses, after an introductory question about the 
essence of death, two hypotheses: a quiet hypothesis (dispassionate) which 
is resigned to death as sleep and dissolves into nothing (alto solo), the 
other hopefully cheerful, about the preservation of life. The conclusion of 
the composition also develops this mood; it quotes a simple alleluia in the 
children‘s choir and emphasizes in the choral interpolations the supremacy 
of good over concepts of life and death: ―for a good man there is no evil, 
either in life or after death‖.1 (Emphasis mine) 
 
Here, Eben summarizes his main philosophical position that good should ultimately 
transcend both death and life. In the following table, the text is arranged both by its 
original order in the libretto and also by the vocal texture that Eben uses to set it.
2
 
                                                 
1 Petr Eben, Apologia Sokratus, score preface. Translation by Nelly Matova. 
2 For the complete text as it existed before Eben made any decisions about text omissions and musical 
matters such as changes of texture, tempo, key or meter, see Chapter 4, Table 4.4. 
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Therefore, some texts that are continuous in the ―source text‖ are divided when a change 
of vocal texture occurs: 
Table 7.1: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III: ―About Death,‖ Text  
Texture  Text 
Children voices ―…those of us who think that death is an evil are in error.‖ 
Children chorus ―Death is a good, for one of two things:‖ 
Mixed ―either death is a state of nothingness and utter unconsciousness, or, as men 
say, there is a change and migration of the soul from this world to another.‖ 
Alto solo 
(mm. 112-136) 
 
―Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, but a sleep like the sleep of 
him who is undisturbed even by the sight of dreams, death will be an 
unspeakable gain…‖ ―Now, if death is like this, I say that to die is gain; for 
eternity is then only a single night.‖ 
Mixed ―But if death is the journey to another place, and there, as men say, all the dead 
are, what good, O my friends and judges, can be greater than this?‖ 
A+ Basses ―What would not a man give if he might converse with Orpheus and Musaeus 
and Hesiod and Homer?‖ 
S+T ―What would not a man give, O judges, to be able to examine the leader of the 
great Trojan expedition; or Odysseus or Sisyphus, or numberless others, men 
and women too!‖ 
Female chorus ―For besides, being happier in that world than this, they will be immortal, if 
what is said is true.‖ 
Mixed chorus ―—That no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death.‖ 
Baritone Solo 
(mm. 216-232) 
―The hour of departure has arrived, and we go our ways—I to die, and you to 
live. Which is better God only knows.‖ 
 (Epilogue) Alleluia! 
Mixed / children ―That no evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death.‖ Alleluia! 
Children  Alleluia! 
 
Eben has created a textural scheme based on three different vocal elements—
children‘s voices (both solo and choral), solos for alto and baritone, and mixed chorus. 
Considering only the music that has text, a symmetrical design emerges: 
Table 7.2: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Vocal Textures 
Children/Mixed                                                            Mixed Alto Mixed Alto/Mixed Baritone Mixed/Children 
mm. 31-62         69-112 112-136         139-160       165-215 218-232  249-362 
32 mm. 44 mm. 25 mm. 22 mm. 51 mm. 15 mm. 114 mm. 
 
What this table reveals is a balanced, symmetrical structure based on vocal texture. Eben 
essentially alternates sections for chorus and the two solo voices to create a rondo-like 
design (ABABABA). We notice that the two solo sections are considerably shorter than 
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the choral sections that surround them and also that the second appearance of the alto is 
together with the choir. Concerning the ―choral‖ sections, it should be pointed out that the 
outer two use both children‘s chorus and mixed chorus, while the middle ones are for 
mixed voices only. Furthermore, Eben begins and ends the third movement with 
children‘s voices only. Within the last choral section, the epilogue, there is an 
independent structure involving a similar symmetrical alternation of these forces: 
Table 7.3: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alleluia Epilogue, Textural Form  
A B A B A B A B A B A 
3+3 9 3 8 3+3 16 3 25 3+4 20 8 
Alleluia   Alleluia  Alleluia  Alleluia  Alleluia  Alleluia 
249-254 255-
263 
264-268 269-
276 
276-281 282-
297 
298-300 301-
325 
326-332 333- 
352 
356-362 
children mixed children mixed children 
male      
mixed children mixed children 
mixed 
mixed children 
 
The sections labeled ―A‖ are unison statements of the text ―Alleluia‖ sung by the 
children‘s choir, and are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  
 Viewed from the perspective of text but also considering the thematic material 
Eben uses in the movement, there seem to be four discernible sections in movement III:  
Table 7.4: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Formal Design and Thematic Sections 
 
Introduction Main body Baritone solo Epilogue 
mm. 1-62 mm. 63-217 mm. 218-249 mm. 249-362 
Thesis: death is 
good (calm mood) 
Arguments: presenting 
the two sides of death: a 
journey to another 
place, or sleep 
Departure:  
Socrates to die, the 
audience to live. 
Death is not evil, but a new 
beginning 
Alleluia (―Victimae paschali 
laudes‖)  
Andante calmo 
mm. 1-59: 3/4 
mm. 60-62: 4/4 
mm. 63-111 
Allegro risoluto 3/4 
mm. 112-136 
  Piu Tranquillo 3/2 
(half note=54) 
mm. 137-164 
Allegro risoluto 3/4 
mm. 165-187 
  Piu Tranquillo 3/2 
(half note=54) 
mm. 188-215 Allegro 
Adagio 4/4 Allegretto semplice 6/8, 9/8 
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The introduction is comprised of an instrumental section introducing the contemplation 
theme, followed by choral statements of the text, ―…those of us who think that death is 
an evil are in error.‖ The main body (mm. 63-217) can be divided into three large 
sections: A
1
, A
2
, B. Together they represent Socrates‘ basic argument about the nature of 
death, realized in a tripartite design (A
1 
mm. 63-136; A
2
 mm. 137-187; and B, mm. 188-
215).  
Table 7.5: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Main Body Divisions 
Section  A1   Section  A2 Section B 
mm. 63-136 mm. 137-187 mm. 188-215 
a                        b a'                       b' c                     d                   c' 
m. 63                 m. 112 m. 137               m. 165 m. 188           m. 198          m. 210 
 
The two ―A‖ sections have the same meter and tempo markings and they share a 
considerable amount of thematic material divided in two subsections. Section A includes 
the alternation of an alto solo and choir, marked in the table as a and b. However, section 
A
2 is not a literal repeat of section A
1
, but a variant that is nonetheless clearly derived 
from it; here, subsection b' is the dialogue between alto and male choir. While the B 
section presents totally new musical material, its text (―What would not a man give, O 
judges, to be able to examine…‖) parallels the text (in the form of questions) presented in 
subsection b' from A
2
 (―What would not a man give if he might converse with 
Orpheus…‖).  
The Motto and its Metamorphosis  
Musically, Eben unifies the entire oratorio by the presence of the same motto in 
each movement. In the third movement, the motto appears four times plus one ―motto-
derived‖ appearance; of these only the first (mm. 215-217) is formally significant 
because it reproduces the texture of the work‘s opening to articulate a new musical 
 181 
section. It is quickly followed by two more statements, the first (mm. 224-226) using the 
same cluster format over pedal as the first, while the next (mm. 233-238) is harmonized, 
sounding simultaneously on the vertical and linear axes.  
Table 7.6: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Motto Statements 
No. Motto Measure Length Starting pitch Scoring 
1 Row P8 215-217 2 mm.       Ab 
       [8,  7,   1,  11, 4, 5,  0, 7]     
      [Ab, G, Db, B, E, F, C, G]           
Brass  
2   Motto 
derived 
218-232 15 mm.       C   
     [0, 11] 
Baritone solo 
3 Row P8 224-226 3 mm.       Ab 
      [8,  7,   1,  11, 4, 5,  0, 7]     
      [Ab, G, Db, B, E, F, C, G]           
Piano, Harp, Cimbalom 
4 Row P0 233-238 6 mm. C  
      [0, 11, 5, 3,   8,   9,  4, 11]  
      [C, B, F, Eb, Ab, A, E, B] 
Trombone, Trumpet 
vertical/linear motto 
5 Motto  332 1 m.          F  transposed Strings, Piano, Brass, 
Woodwinds, Xylophone. 
Eben reserves the first motto entry to introduce Socrates‘ statement. Now, the eight-tone 
motto, whose pitch content derives from the P8 row, occupies only two measures 
(Example 7.1): 
Example 7.1: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Motto P8 row, mm. 216-217  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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The motto heard in mm. 1-8 of the first movement is an important formal 
parameter of movement III. In movement I, this tone row was associated with the central 
character of the drama (Socrates), first heard in the brass (mm. 1-8), and then sung by the 
choir (mm. 39-47) to the words of the work‘s title—Apologia Sokratus. Its reappearance 
in movement III functions as a reminder that Socrates (who is soon to die) is about to 
speak—the baritone solo ―Alla gar édé hora‖ at the beginning of the movement‘s third 
section (Example 7.2). 
Example 7.2: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Baritone Solo, mm. 218-232  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 7.2 continued 
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Example 7.2 continued 
 
The baritone solo is derived from the motto and comprises an aba' period. Eben 
constructs the solo using the opening interval of the motto, the major seventh [C-B], 
which is chromatically inflected in m. 219 ([C, B, C, Bb]), then transposed to D in m. 
220. The beginning of the solo seems sequentially oriented, but Eben changes it in mm. 
221-222 to reflect the central intervallic content of the entire work—E-Bb-F-Gb-C 
(tritone, fourth, semitone, tritone).  
 This same melodic phrase, extended with an additional measure, concludes 
Socrates‘ final speech. Measures 227-229 are identical pitch-wise to mm. 218-220, as are 
221-222 to 231-232. The added measure 230 contains two perfect fourths placed a 
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semitone apart. Eben deliberately avoids the opportunity to recreate the perfect fourth-
tritone motive, reserving the tritone for the final word that Socrates utters, ―Theo‖ 
(―God‖). 
 These two parallel phrases surround a central phrase of two parts that functions in 
a manner similar to the antecedent-consequent phrase structure used in music of the 
Classical period. The single measure 223 (senza misura) repeats the text of the first 
phrase literally (Example 7.2),
3
 but to entirely new music, sung without instrumental 
accompaniment. The first part of the phrase extends through the word ―emoi‖; the second 
then repeats the first six pitches twice before closing by tritone on Eb and triggering 
another statement of the eight-note motto P8 row now scored in the piano, harp, and 
cimbalom (mm. 224-226). 
Following the conclusion of Socrates‘ final speech, Eben inserts a brief 
instrumental transition into the movement‘s final section. This  ―exit music‖ combines a 
variant of the treble choir music (from section B, m. 198 ff.), played by the woodwinds in 
a series of descending statements, and a statement of the eight-tone motto P0 row [C, B, 
F, Eb, Ab, A, E, B]. Row members 1-3 in the first trombone are followed by members 4-
8 in the first trumpet, symbolizing ―mutation.‖ This linear row is supplied also with a 
harmonic accompaniment of block chords in the brass and timpani, comprising six of the 
seven pitches of the same row ([0, 5, 11, 3, 4, 8] or [C, F, B, Eb, E, Ab]). These harmonic 
motto chords, repeated eight times, function as a pedal point or drone, but are less 
recognizable because they are overpowered by the figurations of the woodwind 
instruments (Example 7.3). Row member 9 (A) is omitted from the first five chords and 
                                                 
3 The sole exception to this otherwise identical text presentation is Eben‘s repetition of the word ―hora‖ 
(―time‖), which may be done for rhetorical reasons, viz. the time has come for me to die! 
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from the last one, perhaps because Eben intends to begin his setting of the Alleluia on 
that pitch (m. 249).  
Example 7.3: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Motto Horizontal/Vertical P0 Row, mm. 
233-238.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 7.3 continued 
 
The final motto statement appears in the climax of the oratorio, following the 
massive Alleluia. Scored in octaves for full orchestra, it is only one measure long (m. 
332). It does not have the signature sustained chord and is transposed to F, the key area of 
the climax (F Dorian). Clearly, in movement III the motto surrounds Socrates‘ final 
speech and departure and then functions as an endorsement of the alleluia. In a 
movement which considers death, the four motto entries, the motto based baritone solo 
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and four motto-like statements as representations of good and honor, create a rather 
optimistic feeling.  
The motto-like cell sounds four times in the section A
1
 of the movement. 
Table 7.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Section A
1
, Motto-like Cell 
No. Statements Measure Length Starting pitch Scoring 
1 Motto-like  69-75 7 mm. C   [C, Db, F#, G] 
        [0,  1,   6,   7]      
ATB, harp, piano, 
cimbalom, strings 
2 Motto-like 93-98 6 mm.        Ab [Eb, Fb, Ab, Bb] 
        [0,   1,   5,    7] 
SATB  
3 Motto-like 96-98 3 mm. Bb [Eb, E Ab, Bb] 
         [0,    1,  5,    7] 
Woodwinds  
4  Motto-like 103-106 4 mm. B   [B, C, F, F#] 
        [0, 1, 6, 7] 
SATB 
 
Like the motto that pervades the composition, this motto-like cell is performed as a series 
of pitches sustained to form a cluster (as at mm. 69-75). As seen in the above table, the 
pitch content of cell entries one and four create two interlocking tritones, the roots of 
which are separated by a semitone (Example 7.4); entries two and three comprise an 
interlocking perfect fifth and tritone.  
Example 7.4: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Motto-like Cell, mm. 69-70 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
This motto-like cell is first heard as the first three pitches of a twelve-tone row initially 
played by the viola in the opening measures of the instrumental introduction of the 
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movement (see Example 7.6). In this version, we hear the pitches G-C#-D; what 
separates this cell from that just described is the transposition and the omission of the 
pitch Ab. A similar set ([Bb-C#-E-F] [0367]) is heard fleetingly in the flute (m. 32) and 
the second children‘s solo voice (m. 33), where Eben rearranges the sequence of pitches 
to form a perfect fourth followed by a tritone and minor third. This same melodic formula 
leads to the introduction‘s concluding polychord (Example 7.5).  
Example 7.5: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, mm. 54-59 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
  
These four-pitch cells from the introduction symbolize mutation and intervalically 
connect the introduction with the motto and motto-like cell from the movement‘s main 
body.  
 The second statement of the motto-like cell (mm. 93-95) occurs in the choir, while 
Eben inserts simultaneously the third statement in the woodwinds (mm. 96-98). Now, the 
vocal cell includes an interlocking perfect fourth and tritone (Eb-Fb-Ab-Bb) instead of 
two interlocking tritones; it also sounds in inversion starting on Ab, a major third lower 
than the first statement. The fourth statement (mm. 103-109), starting on B natural, 
constitutes the choir‘s final measures before the first alto solo. The motto-like cell starts 
on C as a point of departure (m. 69) and migrates through Ab, Bb and B demonstrating 
tertian and secundal relationships. The pitch centers of its first and fourth statement are 
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not coincidental; C and B are the first notes heard in the entire composition (the initial 
dyad of the eight-tone row motto). Another emphasis on this dyad is to be found in the 
vocal quartal chord C-F#-B-E-A which develops in mm. 45-51, framed by C in the bass 
and B in the children‘s choir.  
Thematic Integration 
Contemplation theme 
The movement‘s introduction meditates upon death with a twelve-tone 
contemplation theme stated four times. Here, for the first time in the oratorio, Eben uses a 
full row. The following table illustrates the statements of the contemplation theme.  
Table 7.8: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Contemplation Theme Statements 
No. Measures Length Row  Scoring 
1 mm. 1-9 9 mm. P0     [0, 6, 7, 8, 11, 10, 9, 4, 5, 2, 3, 1] 
        [G,C#,D,Eb,Gb,F,E,B,C,A,Bb,Ab] 
Viola 
2 mm. 17-26 10 mm.  I0      [0, 6, 5, 4, 1, 2, 3, 8, 7, 10, 9, 11] 
       [G,Db,C,B,G#,A,Bb, Eb,D,F,E,F#] 
English 
horn 
3 mm. 25-31  7 mm.  P0 partial  
          [0, 6, 7, 8, 11, 10, 9] 
         [G, C#,D,Eb,Gb,F,E] 
Viola 
4 mm. 52-59 8 mm.  P1  [1, 7, 8,  9,  0,  11, 10, 5, 6,  3,  4, 3?] 
  [Ab,D,Eb, E, G,Gb, F,C, Db, Bb,Cb,Bb] 
Trombone 
Bassoon 
 
The initial melodic interval of the P0 row is a tritone, raising the question about death 
being evil. The first statement of the contemplation theme is nine measures in length, 
which could be an allusion to the number nine, considered by the ancient Greeks as a 
symbol of completion (Example 7.6).
4
 
                                                 
4 The Greek Qabalah,  p. 29 
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Example 7.6: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, P0 and I0 rows, mm. 1-28  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague 
// //  
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Example 7.6 continued 
    
The contemplation theme introduces the subject of death and questions what it 
brings, whether mortality or a new beginning in new dimensions. Even the theme‘s 
melodic contour outlines two question marks. One could argue that Eben‘s decision to 
use a full twelve-tone row is a reference to the twelve Greek Olympian Gods, the 
immortal deities,
5
 and reflects one of the reasons for Socrates‘ death sentence—he 
acknowledged different gods, not those approved by the state.  
The contrasting four-note cell in the clarinet [G, E, Ab, F], an IC set ([0, 1, 3, 4]) 
(mm. 13-14), when placed in normal order ([E, F, G, Ab]) foreshadows the first theme, 
which appears in m. 63. Eben juxtaposes this cell, placed in various pitch settings and 
extensions, with the row of the introduction. He creates an echo effect by pairing clarinet 
                                                 
5 These Olympians are known as the Dodekatheon and are the principal Gods of the Greek Pantheon on 
Mount Olympus: Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Demeter, Ares, Hermes, Hephaestus, Aphrodite, Athena, Apollo, 
Artemis, and Hestia. With the addition of Dionysus the gods became thirteen, but the unlucky number 13 
made it nessesary for Hestia to step down.  
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and a child‘s voice (mm. 30-31) using the pitch content [A#, B, C#, D] and then brings 
another pair (mm. 32-33) in flute and child‘s voice with the set [Bb, C#, E, F]. The voices 
imitate the instruments. These dialogues are unified by perfect fourths, tritones, and 
minor thirds. By rearranging these intervals, Eben unifies the thematic material of the 
movement. The P1 row of the contemplation theme leads to the closure of the 
introduction with a sustained chord in m. 60 and an aleatoric segment (mm. 61-62) based 
on the same intervallic content of the foreshadowed first theme.  
Example 7.7: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Aleatoric Segment, mm. 61-62  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The aleatoric segment is based on two four-pitch sets with the same intervallic 
content; the first (in children‘s choir, altos and baritones soli) is an IC set ([0, 3, 5, 6]) 
consisting of the pitches [A, C, D, Eb] and is constructed as a six-note motive. The 
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second PC set [D, F, G, Ab] sounds in sopranos, tenors, and basses soli. Both sets in 
normal order display the expected tritone.  
The vocal aleatoric segment is supported by instrumental clusters in piano ([D-
Eb-F#-G#-A]), the strings ([D-Eb-F#-G-Ab-A-Bb]), and the harp‘s alternating quartal 
chord ([Ab-D-G]) and secundal sonority ([C-D-Eb-F#]). The aleatoric section illustrates 
the crowd‘s multiple questions at the text ―death is good for one or two things,‖ and 
expresses general uncertainty about the meaning of death.  
The First Theme 
The active first theme brings a tempo change to Allegro risoluto at m. 63 and marks the 
beginning of the main body of the movement. This theme utilizes a five-note cell [C, Db, 
Eb, Fb, Gb], a PC set [0, 1, 3, 4, 6], and its melodic range is ruled by the tritone (Example 
7.8).  
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Example 7.8: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, First Theme, mm. 63-69 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 7.8 continued 
 
The first theme sounds five times in section A
1
, migrating from the orchestra to the choir, 
which I regard as corresponding to the text ―migration of the soul.‖ This migration from 
woodwinds to sopranos and then to basses is summarized in the following table.
 
Table 7.9: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, First Theme Statements, Section A
1
 
Measures  Length IC set Scoring Characteristics 
63-69 7 m. 01346 Woodwinds unison C, Db, Eb, Fb, Gb; tritone frame; oscillating  
73-76 4 m. 01346 Sopranos/Soli 
 Over 0167 vertical 
pedal C, Db, F#, G 
C, Db, Eb, Fb, Gb, tritone frame;  
oscillating; rhythmic variety  
79-81 3 m. 01345 Sopranos/Soprano 
soli 
Eb, E, Gb, G, Ab; P4 frame; changing the 
intervals set, rhythmic variety 
83-85 3 m. 01345 Sopranos/ Soprano 
soli 
D, Eb, F, Gb, G; P4 frame, changing the intervals 
set, rhythmic variety 
87-90 4 m. 01346 Baritones/Basses D, Eb, F, Gb, Ab; tritone frame; rhythmic variety 
100-104 5 m. 0123678 Sopranos/Soprano 
soli 
B, C, Db, D, F, Gb, G; combines tritone (B-F) and 
P4 (C-G) roots half step apart, extended, rhythmic 
variety 
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A comparison of the theme statements shows that through variation of the intervallic set, 
rhythmic variety, and an extension of the collection, Eben modifies the theme to combine 
the tritone and perfect fifth in a single set. After the first statement, the first theme 
migrates over the sustained chord of a motto-like cell. Thus, the first theme appears 
simultaneously with the motto-like cell chord until m. 104. The first theme returns in 
section A
2 
in mm. 137-164, this time migrating also to the string instruments.    
Comparing the first theme and the motto-like cell statements one inevitably 
concludes that both are founded on the tritone. In addition, Eben sets them together to 
create further tension and contrast. While the first theme includes five chromatic scale 
degrees, the motto-like cell is based on two interlocked tritones a semitone apart.  
Example 7.9: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, First Theme and Motto-like Cell, mm. 
69-75  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
        
In section A
2
, starting at RN 14 (mm. 137-185), Eben brings back the first theme. 
He demonstrates ―mutations‖ and ―journey‖ by extensive motivic work. While the first 
theme sounds now solely in the orchestra, it is combined with a succession of ―journey-
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death‖ homorhythmic quartal chord successions in the choir that discuss the other 
interpretation of death: ―…But if death is the journey to another place, and there, as men 
say, all the dead are, what good, O my friends and judges, can be greater than this?‖  
The Sleep-Death Theme 
An alto solo introduces the second theme (mm. 112-136) in section A
1
, subsection 
b‘. It carries a different hypothesis about death, envisioning it as a neutral state, as sleep.6 
I will thus call this the sleep-death theme. It marks a dramatic contrast in expression (Piu 
Tranquillo), tempo change (half note=54), meter change (to 3/2), and static orchestration. 
The sleep-death theme comprises an aba‘ period of twenty-five measures (9+6+10), 
where a‘ reprises a. Its ascending and descending melodic contours mainly include 
perfect
 
fourths, tritones, and minor thirds and sixths. The most repeated gesture is a 
descending perfect fourth followed by a descending tritone. The next excerpt will 
exemplify the above discussion of the sleep-death theme (Example 7.10). 
                                                 
6 For comparison, in Das Floss der Medusa (1968) by Hans-Werner Henze, La Mort is a high Soprano. 
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Example 7.10: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alto Solo, Sleep-Death Theme, mm. 
112-124.  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
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Example 7.10 continued     
              
The climax of the alto solo (b phrase) emphasizes the five repetitions of the word 
―thanatos‖ (death) in mm. 121-126, with the highest pitch, Ab of the second octave, 
appearing in the second one, as seen in the above example. Three more rhetorical 
repetitions of ―thanatos‖ conclude the solo. The accompaniment is reduced to low 
register instruments (violoncello, double-bass, harp, piano, and timpani) in a steady 
rhythm of half notes and a countermelody in the alto flute. 
Eben is consistent in his melodic formulae picturing death. In fact, in a later 
choral work, Greek Dictionary (1974), the composer quotes the same solo, transposing 
only the last four measures of the later work. Obviously, Eben returns to this thematic 
material not for practical reasons; rather, as seen in the previous chapter, the sound of this 
particular word, ―thanatos,‖ brought him back to the same melodic construct.   
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Example 7.11: Choral cycle Greek Dictionary, ―Thanatos‖ Alto Entrance  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
        
Continuing the ―mutation‖ of the first theme, Eben brings back the sleep-death 
theme in m. 165 (section A2), this time in a contrapuntal texture between alto solo and 
baritones/basses. The thematic material now is in the male choir but transposed to Bb, a 
semitone higher than the alto solo in section A
1
. The alto responds imitatively but 
transposed to C, a minor third higher than its previous entry in RN 12; it prepares and 
initiates a rhythmic transition (starting at m. 177) to the B section of the movement. This 
counterpoint reflects on the word ―converse,‖ creating a dialogue between both vocal 
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parts. A steady bass line and melodic segments alternating in woodwinds and horn add to 
the polytonal features of the episode (Example 7.12).  
Example 7.12: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alto Solo and Bass Choral Group, mm. 
165-176  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
 
The Question Theme 
Section B of the main body (mm. 188-215) is marked by a tempo change to 
Allegro. It starts with the question theme in sopranos and tenors in octaves, supported by 
sustained perfect fifths functioning as pedals. As the text poses numerous questions, Eben 
draws visual question marks in the score with similarly shaped musical phrases—the 
melodic contour of the sopranos and tenors resembles a horizontal question mark sign, 
where the final dots are the pitches held over the bar-line. The chromatic features of the 
question theme relate it to the previously discussed themes. It features a tritone ([G-C#]) 
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but gradually expands the range within each phrase, reaching an octave in mm. 194-196. 
In each phrase the perfect fourth has a dominant presence together with minor, major and 
augmented seconds. Eben‘s scoring in the high voices (sopranos and tenors) seems an 
intentional reference to heaven. The following excerpt will illustrate these features 
(Example 7.13).  
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Example 7.13: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Question Theme, mm. 188-189  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
 
A new melodic gesture in the female choir starts at m. 198 (subsection b), 
expanding the festive character to become even more exultant. It illustrates the text, ―For 
besides, being happier in that world than this, they will be immortal, if what is said is 
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true.‖ Eben applies embellishments, free imitation, high register, short rhythmic values 
and triplets, and omits the low-pitched instruments to depict the happiness of immortality. 
The twelve-measure segment is rounded (3+6+3) and set in free imitative texture 
(Example 7.14). 
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Example 7.14: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Intoning Immortal Happiness, mm. 
198-200  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
   
The reprise of the question theme (mm. 210-215) in the choir affirms the text ―no 
evil can happen to a good man, either in life or after death.‖ Here it begins a semitone 
 207 
lower, from Bb, and is truncated, leading to m. 215 where Eben turns the question theme 
into an aleatoric collection ([0, 2, 3, 4, 6]) in the cello and double-bass.  
Table 7.10: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Aleatoric Segment, Pitch Collections 
Instrument Collection                        Pitches Characteristic 
Vc, Double-bass  [0, 2, 3, 4, 6]            Fb-Gb-G-Ab-Bb eighth notes, accents, low register 
Cymbalom [0, 2, 3, 4, 6]            Fb-Gb-G-Ab-Bb half notes, accents, octave 
displacements 
1, 2, Horns [0, 2, 3, 5, 6]                    F#-G#-A-B-C  
3, 4, Horns  [0, 3, 5]                                       A-C-D  
Flutes [0, 5, 7]                     C-F-G, eighth notes, accents, descending, 
in octaves 
Clarinets Eb, D, C, Bb, A, Ab, B descending-ascending 
 
The instrumental groups gradually add different aleatoric fragments which are in the 
melodic range either of a tritone or perfect fourth/fifth. Only one pitch, C#, is absent from 
the chromatic scale. The clash is enforced by the different rhythms and octave 
displacements. At ca 30″, this aleatoric segment is longer than the previous one; it serves 
as an intervalic summary and concludes the main body of the movement. 
Alleluia Theme 
In the score‘s text appendix Eben marks the lengthy alleluia (114 measures) as a 
separate section—Epilogue. The transition to it is very smooth and seamless; Eben 
generates a motive in the flute over an F pedal in the timpani (mm. 241-248). The alleluia 
setting contrasts with the whole oratorio and contains the climax of the work. Its motive 
is a paraphrase of the Gregorian sequence for Easter day, ―Victimae paschali laudes‖; its 
text (which Eben does not use) considers the contention between life and death: ―Mors et 
vita duello conflixere mirando: dux vitae mortuus, regnat vivus.‖7 Here, the symbolic 
parallel between Jesus and Socrates, who is sentenced because of his different ideas, is 
                                                 
7 ―Death and life have contended in that combat stupendous: the Prince of life, who died, reigns immortal,‖ 
translation from R. Vaughan Williams, mus. ed., The English Hymnal with Tunes (London: Oxford 
University Press: A.R. Mowbray, 1933, 1958 printing), pp. 185-187. 
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obvious. Eben does not quote the alleluia, but paraphrases it and intentionally changes its 
starting pitch (Examples 7.15a; 7.15b). However, for Eben the alleluia is more than just a 
concluding section; it is a statement of his beliefs and his interpretation of Socrates‘ trial.   
Example 7.15a: Liber Usualis: ―Victimae paschali laudes,‖ Alleluia, Mode 1, p. 7808 
   
 
 
Example 7.15b: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alleluia Motive, mm. 249-251  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
                                                 
8 Liber Usualis (Tournai: Desclée & Co, 1961), p. 780. 
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Eben introduces the three-measure long Alleluia motive in the children‘s voices as 
a symbol of ―pure, naive, innocent and true‖ (mm. 249-251). Its first statement in 
children‘s soli is repeated by the children‘s choir (mm. 252-254), both in A. The 
omission of the sixth degree of the mode in the Alleluia makes the identification of the 
mode difficult; however, the F natural in the accompanying woodwinds suggests A 
Aeolian. The Epilogue alternates the children‘s unison alleluia statements and the mixed 
choir in responsorial fashion.  
Table 7.11: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alleluia Unison Statements 
I  II III  IV V  VI 
mm. mm. mm. mm. mm. mm. mm. mm. mm. 
249-251 252-254 264-267 276-278 279-281 298-300 326-328 329-332 356-362 
solo children 
choir 
children 
choir 
children 
choir 
children 
male 
children 
choir 
tutti tutti children 
soli 
A 
Aeolian 
A  
Aeolian 
A  
Aeolian 
Bb 
Dorian 
Bb 
Dorian 
D  
Dorian 
F  
Dorian 
F 
Dorian 
C 
Dorian 
 
The table demonstrates that the first, third and fifth unison alleluia statements are 
extended by a repetition of the motive. Each of the unison alleluias in the children‘s choir 
is followed by elaborate modulations in mixed choir leading to the next unison. The fifth 
unison alleluia in F Dorian features both mixed and children‘s choirs, being the climax of 
the composition. It is reached by twenty-five measures of modulation starting at RN 30. 
The last, sixth unison is rhythmically modified and concludes the oratorio.  
Each unison alleluia, whether a single statement or group of two, is followed by 
uneven expanded modulatory episodes in the mixed choir carrying the text, ―No evil can 
happen to a good man, either in life or after death.‖ Eben works with the mixed choir 
using a variety of techniques such as segmentation, counterpoint, and stretto; he sets the 
Alleluia as a cantus firmus, in sequential modulation, polyrhythm, and stringendo, and its 
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melodic shape is modified; the textural variety and score thickening lead to the oratorio‘s 
musical climax. 
Table 7.12: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Variety in the Mixed Choir Episodes 
between Unison Alleluia Statements 
 
Mm. Description Alleluia 
255-263 stretto imitations a cappella Alleluia in tenor/soprano (mm. 259-261) 
267-275 melodic modification, sequences, counterpoint ------------------------------------------- 
279-281  children and male choir unison alleluia 
motive 
282-291 change of rhythmic pulsation, polyrhythm, 
polymodal 
------------------------------------------- 
292-297 polyrhythm, polymodal Alleluia in female choir 6/8, unison 
Alleluia in male choir 3/4, parallel fourths 
302-314 modulations, imitations, sequences ------------------------------------------- 
317-320 metric accentuation change ------------------------------------------- 
321-325 double canon female vs. male voices (groups in 
parallel P4), change of rhythmic pulsation 
------------------------------------------- 
 
Eben employs rhythmic and metric variety and polyrhythm for more textural 
density. Thus, the augmented unison alleluia in 3/4 in the altos and tenors (mm. 289-291) 
is a cantus firmus against which the sopranos and basses sing in 6/8. Next, the alleluia in 
3/4 sounds in the male voices in parallel perfect fourths (mm. 292-297), while, the female 
voices sing the unison alleluia in 6/8 simultaneously, twice as fast as the others, in A 
Aeolian and then in D Dorian. This rhythmic and modal layering produces a heterophonic 
episode (Example 7.16).  
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Example 7.16: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alleluia (mm. 292-297), Polyrhythm 
and Polymodality  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
In mm. 317-319 Eben creates a hidden change of meter to 9/8 in the male voices and 
strings, not reflected by the notation; simultaneously, the female voices sing in 6/8. In m. 
320 the composer changes the meter to 9/8 and now, the female voices sing in duple 
rhythm against the triplets in (Example 7.17). 
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Example 7.17: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Polymeter, mm. 317-320 
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
The Interaction: Harmonic Features, Texture and Layering 
 
The contrasting harmonic sonorites of the movement, atonality and bitonality, 
symbolize the uncertainty which death brings—whether eternal sleep or a journey to a 
new beginning. Eben organizes the movement around opposition of alternating 
homorhythmic and melodic episodes. His mostly linear style of writing produces multiple 
textural layers and results in polytonal and compound sonorities.   
Eben extends the notion of duality from the introduction (mm. 1-62) with the 
contemplation theme row. The introduction‘s linear writing is supported by sustained 
vertical sonorities, mostly quartal chords, quartal chords with added seconds and 
secundal clusters but also occasional tertian chords. The introduction opens with an E 
minor triad; the concluding polychord of Eb minor and D major triads, a construct of 
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seven pitches in the orchestra, serves as a pedal point against which the choir unfolds in 
aleatoric texture. 
The sections A
1 
and A
2
 have a similar harmonic organization as they are based on 
the same thematic material. The first subsection of section A
1 
centers on C in its opening 
measures; despite the rich sonorous cluster on the first beat of each measure, this 
homorhythmic episode retains a connection to C by multiple reiterations of the pitch in 
the bass (mm. 63-77), and by a C pedal (mm. 69-75). The cluster includes a minor second 
(B-C), d minor triad (d-f-a) and quartal sonority Ab-Db-Gb, which sound as the vertical 
chromatic set [0, 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10] played on beat one (mm. 64-68). Again, the two 
important pitches, a minor second B and C, sound prominently in the high register. The B 
area is established by a pedal (mm. 103-112) at the end of the subsection.  
The second subsection features the sleep-death theme (mm. 112-136). The three 
textural layers—the alto solo, the accompaniment, and the countermelody—are relatively 
independent from each other. The alto solo begins with an A pitch and each of its three 
phrases conclude on E, loosely establishing A as a pitch center. However, the simple 
accompaniment—a stepwise descending bass line ([B-A-Ab-G]) in mm. 112-116, and the 
arpeggiated quartal chords (mm. 116-120) lead towards the C pedal in mm. 120-124 
(Example 7.11). The unison tritone cadence F#-C in bass and piano (a modification of a 
V-I cadence) at the end of the episode brings back the first theme in C (mm. 137-164) in 
section A
2
.  
The first subsection of section A
2 
returns to the pitch area of C. The choral 
homorhythm displays mostly quartal chords; the harmonic fifth B-F# (m. 160) starts the 
unison instrumental monophonic transition to the second subsection, which displays the 
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simultaneous non-tonal planes of the sleep-death theme presented in a more complex 
fashion (mm. 165-187). Shifted a semitone higher, the theme sounds in counterpoint—
now, it is in the baritones/basses starting on Bb, while the alto solo enters on C, and both 
sonic planes retain a secundal relationship. The descending accompaniment line C-Bb-A, 
followed by various ascending and descending arpeggiated quartal chords, and the 
countermelodies (fragments from the sleep-death theme) add to the rich harmonic setting. 
The transition to section B is realized by the alto voice alone (mm. 186-188) (Example 
7.18). Both sleep-theme episodes are free of pedal and clearly not tonal. 
Example 7.18: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alto Transition to Section B, mm. 186-
188  
© Editio Supraphon, Praha-Bratislava, 1969. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., 
Prague. 
 
 
Section B (mm. 188-215) displays two tonal subsections (c and c‘) and a 
polytonal subsection (d). In both tonal subsections Eben favors sustained open fifths and 
quartal chords with added seconds. The open fifths, supporting the question theme, create 
a detached, transparent ―emotionally immense, vague and distant‖9 atmosphere. The first 
subsection establishes a modal area around B, while its counterpart sounds a semitone 
below in Bb. The following table shows the harmonic progressions in the first subsection.  
Table 7.13: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Question Theme Harmonic Support 
mm. 188-190 m. 191 m. 192 mm. 193-194 m. 195 mm. 196-197 
 
B-F# 
 
G#-D# 
 
B-F# 
quartal chord  
F-Bb-E 
quartal chord  
B-E-Ab-Eb 
quartal +second 
F-Gb-Bb-E 
 
                                                 
9 Persichetti, p. 201. 
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 The polytonality of the middle subsection (mm. 198-209) illustrates the text ―For 
besides, being happier in that world than this, they will be immortal, if what is said is 
true.‖ Various melodic patterns, based on arpeggiated quartal and tertian sonorities and 
varied scales, are held together by the high pedal in the viola (second octave) which 
alternates I-IV-I (A-D-A) in mm. 198-203 (Example 7.15). This subsection displays 
chromatic writing in both the choir and orchestra. The quartal chord Gb-C-F-Bb resolves 
into the harmonic fifth Ab-Eb which starts the aleatoric episode in m. 215. The last 
baritone solo (mm. 218-232) is supported by quartal chords with added second or third, 
secundal, and tertian units with added second. Thus, the first and third phrases conclude 
with a triad with added tritone ([C-F#-E-G]); the tritone is doubled to create a darker 
color.  
As seen, Eben‘s complex sonorities result from the stacking of different vertical 
units or linear melodic writing. There is less pedal use in movement III compared to the 
previous movements. The pedal episodes are short and they alternate with those without 
pedal for variety. Eben uses diverse pedals; for instance, single pitch drone (mm. 103-
111) and a two-pitch pedal (mm. 188-190). The drone is part of the harmonic cluster C-
Db-F#-G (mm. 69-75) or the quartal chord Bb-Eb-Ab-E (mm. 78-82) in the choir. It 
sounds in the high register (mm. 198-210), and in two different octaves (mm. 46-51) in 
the basses and children‘s choir, to restate the opening melodic/harmonic interval C-B of 
the composition.  
The Epilogue‘s Alleluia exemplifies Eben‘s skillful combination of modal and 
contemporary idioms. Eben transposed the tune, originally in Mode 1 (D Dorian), to A 
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and from there he worked his way to the F Dorian climax. To get there, he uses a variety 
of techniques, as shown in the following table:  
Table 7.14: Apologia Sokratus: Movement III, Alleluia Epilogue 
 
A minor-minor seventh chord scored as two perfect fourths ([D-G-B-E]) followed 
by a half measure rest announce the F Dorian climax of the composition (mm. 326-332) 
with the choral tutti unison alleluia and parallel triads in second inversion. The climax 
Measures Alleluia  Vocal texture Harmonization Instruments 
249-251 A Aeolian  solo child diatonic parallel P4/P5  2 Cl. 
252-254 A Aeolian  children unison three-note quartal chords Pic, Fl, Bn 
255-263 A Aeolian-C Dorian vocal imitative 
counterpoint 
-------------------------------- ------------------- 
264-266 A  Aeolian children unison three-note quartal chords woodwinds 
267-275 modulatory  vocal counterpoint modulatory  
276-278 Bb Aeolian children unison F Phrygian scale 
harmonized in quartal and 
tertian chords 
woodwinds 
279-281 Bb Aeolian/Dorian children and male 
voices unison 
alternating tertian/quartal 
chords 
woodwinds 
horns 
282-288 modulatory  
Bb Aeolian/Dorian  
mixed choir vocal 
counterpoint 
-------------------------------- Ab pedal in Tb 
(mm. 287-291) 
Bb pedal in Hn 
(mm. 287-289) 
289-291 Eb Dorian alleluia as cantus 
firmus in alto/tenor 
-------------------------------- Ab pedal in Tb 
Bb pedal in Hn 
292-297 bimodal                                        
SA- unison alleluia 
in A, then in D  
TB- simultaneous 
alleluia in D-A 
 
polyrhythm, TB 
augmented rhythm 
bimodal Alleluia in  
D-A in Tbns 
298 D Dorian children unison Bb major-F# minor-Eb 
minor 
woodwinds, 
strings 
301-303 B minor modulatory   
304 Eb Dorian choral homophony -------------------------------- ------------------- 
305-308 D Dorian S, T – unison 
modulatory 
 woodwinds, 
strings 
308-314  choral imitations   
315-316 E minor ---------------------- motivic work brass 
317-320 E+Eb mode mixture  polyrhythm running triplets 
in strings 
321-325 E Dorian  vocal canon 
female/male  
  running triplets 
in woodwinds 
326-332  F Dorian climax unison and parallel 
triads second 
inversion 
countermelody and 
harmony 
woodwinds  
brass, 
percussions 
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unifies the most important motives of the composition: the motto as a symbol of Socrates, 
as well as the virtue and excellence he believes in, and the alleluia motive symbolizing 
purity and spirituality.  
Eben sustains the tension by a series of alternating F minor (choir) and E major 
(orchestra) triads (mm. 333-336). Alternations between the F# minor triad (orchestra) and 
D minor (choir) in mm. 337-338, the clash of F# minor and E minor on the first beat of 
m. 340, and the sequence of parallel minor triads D-E-F-B (mm. 339-342) mark the 
transition to the concluding measures of the movement.  
Two stacked quartal chords, [Ab-Db-G-C-F] in mm. 355-357 and [G-C-F-Bb] in 
mm. 357-358, lead to the bitonal conclusion of the composition—the triadic sonority F-
Ab-C-Eb-G. Its scoring, stacked perfect fifth and fourth ([Ab-Eb-G-C]) in the low strings 
and piano suggests Ab major and C minor, while the major second ([F-G]) in viola, set an 
octave above, sharpens the color (mm. 359-362). This tertian ninth-chord or polychord 
[F-Ab-C-Eb-G] characterizes the oratorio‘s bitonal ending. This final chord outlines 
important harmonic areas corresponding to Socrates: C— the starting point of the 
oratorio and the first pitch of the motto‘s prime row, and the area of his last solo in the 
third movement; F—a central area for Socrates‘ solo in the second movement, the large 
developmental area and local climax of the second section of the second movement, and 
the climax of the whole work in the third movement.  
The F Dorian alleluia seems a reference to ancient Greek culture where Dorian 
was widely used and ―it was always well regarded.‖10 Writers such as Pratinas and Pindar 
acclaimed the Dorian mode as the most dignified mode. Plato considered it a fine mode 
                                                 
10 West, Ancient Greek Music, p. 179. 
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and Aristotle concluded that Dorian was the steadiest and had the manliest character.
11
 It 
was appropriate for choral songs. Thus, with the Dorian climax Eben makes a double 
reference: to ancient Greek notions about the mode‘s character, which reflect upon 
Socrates, and to the religious chants of his own Catholicism. 
 Conclusion   
The last movement is a philosophical argument about the meaning of death and its 
relation to virtue, but in fact, it celebrates the victory of righteousness over all conditions. 
The Alleluia Epilogue is the lesson of the whole oratorio; it affirms the moral position of 
Socrates and sets an example for human behavior. Movement III endorses honesty and 
loyalty and removes the fear of death, demonstrating that both eternal sleep and the 
journey to a new afterlife are acceptable conditions. The final movement concludes with 
the conviction that death cannot harm the virtuous soul. The message of the oratorio, 
positioned at the Epilogue, unifies the whole composition; its simplicity and multiple 
repetitions make it understandable to the listener. The Epilogue‘s Alleluia becomes a 
symbol of the eternal good created by humanity. 
The text begins with uncertainty about death and seeks affirmation for the power 
of positive values over everything. Musically, Eben expresses this idea through a 
transition from a twelve-tone row to various non-tonal and bitonal episodes leading to the 
modal alleluia dissolving into the air in the last measures (the long sustained polychord in 
a low register). This brings certainty and relief, with only a single child‘s voice as 
evidence of a new beginning.  
The movement ―About Death‖ is the most varied in terms of themes and musical 
features. Eben achieves musical integration in a number of ways: the musical form 
                                                 
11 West, p. 180. 
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ABCD is developmental and introduces new thematic material in each section. In 
addition, Eben secures continuity through repetition and multiple alternations such as the 
solo/choir and children‘s/mixed choir textural alternations, and alternations of vertical 
and linear writing. Furthermore, the repetitive segments shape each section, but at the 
same time make for easy transitions between them. For instance, the baritone‘s statement 
in movement III and the sleep-death theme are set in aba‘ frames. Further, the unity of the 
movement is provided by the close resemblance of the motto, motto-like cells and first 
theme, as well as by further manipulations of their seconds, fourths and tritones. The 
preponderance of quartal chords also adds to the sonic unity. The Epilogue organically 
connects to the previous sections of the movement by incorporating linear chromatic 
writing and quartal sonorities that alternate and complement the modal episodes of the 
unison alleluia statements.  
.      .     .     .     .  
The oratorio Apologia Sokratus manifests how virtue victoriously resists evil and 
death. Musically, Eben unifies the composition by the motto as a symbol of Socrates and 
his actions. The motto is the silver thread connecting all movements. Its appearance in the 
climax following the unison alleluia affirms Socrates‘ stance towards evil and death. 
Both baritone solos from movement I and III are motto-derived. The motto and alleluia 
motives are the elements which repeat the most; their presence at the end of the work 
mitigates the effect of evil and death, leaving only vague distant memories of them.  
The leading role of the choir is predetermined by the large amount of text. Using 
timbral symbolism, Eben sets the virtue theme in the children‘s choir and the alleluia for 
a child‘s solo voice and unison children‘s choir, giving it angelic qualities. The male 
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voices demonstrate power and glory with the material theme, while the female voices 
represent heavenly sounds in section B of the third movement. Eben saves the tutti choral 
unison for the distorted integrity theme and the climax alleluia statement. He sets textural 
alternations between solo and choir in movements II and III. He treats the orchestra in an 
equal manner, giving it the first statements of the motto in movement I, the evil theme and 
destiny ostinato in movement II, and the contemplative theme and first theme in 
movement III. The orchestra plays with the choir or alternates with it, establishes the 
harmonic support or alternates pedal points and ostinatos.  
Eben adds variety by giving the themes specific rhythmic characteristics as they 
refer to different subjects. In addition, in each movement he stages conflict between 
themes with contrasting characters. In the first and second movements, this conflict is 
maintained by the ostinato cells in addition to the themes. The opening motto statement 
of the first movement demonstrates stability and power, and despite the motto‘s various 
rhythmic mutations, the listener still relates it back to that very first statement. The 
―running‖ characteristics of the evil theme and the hidden aggression of the destiny 
motive are in contrast to the contemplation, sleep-death, virtue and question themes.  
The oratorio is unified by intervallic selections; the tritone, perfect fourth, and its 
inversion the perfect fifth are its key intervals together with the second and its inversion, 
the seventh. The motto, which is the prime melodic unit and structural pillar, is a 
collection of pitches which can be arranged into a scale divisible into perfect fourth and 
tritone. Further, the tritone, perfect fourth and seconds make up a large part of the 
harmonic construct of the work, which displays a preponderance of quartal sonorities, 
often with added seconds, and polychords.  
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This mixture of sonorities is the characteristic feature of the composition. Without 
heading to atonality or dodecaphony Eben incorporates rows and aleatoric elements, 
along with prevailing quartal constructs and modality. Despite the clear starting points of 
sections and subsections, the composer does not stay within a key center. However, Eben 
associates Socrates with two pitch areas: C in the opening motto and baritone solo of 
movement III, and F with the large middle section of II, and the climax of the 
composition in movement III. The oratorio‘s conclusion features both areas within the 
ninth-chord [F-Ab-C-Eb-G]. 
Apologia Sokratus integrates five essential symbolic references. First, through the 
text, Eben draws a historical and philosophical parallel between ancient and 
contemporary society, their leaders and value systems. Second, religious symbolism is 
incorporated into the Alleluia Epilogue with the parallel between Socrates and Jesus, 
achieved through the symbolism of the text and the sequence ―Victimae paschali laudes.‖ 
The Alleluia symbolizes the transcendence of death; it verifies that good and love are not 
ruled by life or death. The more relaxed political situation in Czechoslovakia and relative 
artistic freedom after 1965 made these philosophical, religious, and musical references 
possible. The Alleluia is Eben‘s Catholic comment on Socrates‘ trial, and a generalization 
for all similar events and for all of humankind.  
Third, a seasonal reference is evident here; the Easter sequence alludes to a new 
beginning, for the spring which brings a fresh start. Fourth, the oratorio demonstrates the 
artistic and musical integrity of Eben‘s musical language, incorporating a variety of 
techniques. Fifth, with the oratorio‘s premiere in November 1967, and the symbolism of 
its text and music, Eben foreshadows forthcoming political events, namely the Prague 
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Spring of 1968. Death becomes a symbol of the collapse of the old ideas, and a 
celebration of a new beginning.
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CHAPTER 8 
CURSES AND BLESSINGS: THE LIBRETTO AND ITS INFLUENCE ON THE 
WORK’S FORMAL DESIGN AND PERFORMING FORCES  
 
Introduction 
The ballet for choir and orchestra Curses and Blessings (1983) is Eben‘s first 
stage work and his only full length ballet.
1
 It was commissioned by the Netherlands 
Dance Theater [NDT] and premiered as part of the Holland Festival in The Hague on 
June 16, 1983; the ballet was subsequently performed in Cannes, France on July 17 and 
18
 
that year.
2
 The ballet was staged by two choreographers—Jiří Kylián and Christopher 
Bruce. In reaction to the work‘s premiere Eben said: 
I confess that I went to the premiere full of euphoria from the presentation 
of human inventiveness and fantasy, which were inserted into my music.
3
 
 
Eben‘s inclusion of a choir in Curses and Blessings is virtually without precedent 
in ballet from the earlier part of the twentieth century. Predecessors include Maurice 
Ravel‘s Daphnis et Chloé (1912), which uses wordless chorus; Igor Stravinsky‘s Russian 
choreographic scenes Les Noces (1914-17), and Gustav Holst‘s two works, The Golden 
Goose (1926) and The Morning of the Year (1926-1927), which he referred to as ―choral 
ballets.‖ Vaughan Williams‘ ballet Old King Cole (1923) also includes wordless choir. 
Czech composers also explored the genre of ―choral ballet.‖ Early examples include 
Janáček‘s folk ballet Rákoš Rákozy (1891), which contains dances, folk choruses and 
                                                 
1 Eben wrote a ballet intermezzo, Ondeggiando in 1984. See Vondrovicová, p. 176. 
2 Vondrovicova, p. 192. 
3 Vondrovicova, p. 90. 
 224 
songs,
4
 and Karel Bendl‘s Česká svatba (Czech Wedding, 1894).5 Bohuslav Martinů‘s 
interest in ballet, prompted by his encounter with Diaghilev‘s Ballets Russes, led to his 
ballet Koleda (Christmas Carol, 1917),
6
 for which only the libretto has survived. While 
resident in Paris, Martinů also wrote the one-act choral ballet Motýl, který dupal (The 
Butterfly That Stamped, 1926), featuring large orchestra and female chorus,
7
 and 
Špalíček8 (1931-1932). 
The history of Curses and Blessings began when the conductor David Porcelijn 
suggested the idea as a theme to the Czech-born choreographer Jiří Kylián, who, in turn, 
contacted Petr Eben.
9
 Of this contact, Eben has written: 
I was supposed to compose a work in three parts, the first of them to be 
choreographed by Jiří Kylián and the second by Christopher Bruce, 
without either of the two artists letting the other know anything about his 
treatment of the theme. In the third part, their two creations were to 
combine, thereby producing a new, unanticipated quality.
10
 
 
The choreographer‘s unusual request presented Eben with the opportunity to return to a 
theme that had interested him for years—the conflict between good and evil in human 
nature, in this case, specifically, the forces that prompt evil deeds. This conflict-driven 
theme inspired Eben‘s use of both chorus and orchestra as separate performing groups 
representing two visions of the same opposing ideas, reinforcing the notion that two 
different choreographers were to be involved, working independently from one another. 
                                                 
4 John Tyrrell, ―Janáček, Leoš,‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. S. Sadie and J. 
Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 12, p. 783. 
5  Monika Bártová-Holá, ―Bendl, Karel‖ The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. S. Sadie 
and J. Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 3, p. 235. 
6 The work was based on old Czech Christmas customs, in four parts with twenty-six scenes of songs, folk 
dances, instrumental interludes and spoken recitatives. See Brian Large, Martinů (New York: Holmes & 
Meier Publishers, 1975), p. 22. 
7 Large, Martinů, p. 40.  
8 The work is scored for children‘s chorus and large orchestra in the later version from 1940. The original 
scoring is closer to Stravinsky‘s Les Noces.  
9 Premiere brochure, translated from the Dutch by Raymond Landgewen, currently coordinator and pianist 
at the Netherlands Dance Theater, for the purpose of this study. 
10 Eben, Curses and Blessings, Preface to score, p. iii.  
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The inclusion of a chorus also afforded Eben the opportunity to use a text both as a 
didactic element and as a way of connecting with his audience on a more direct level. He 
immediately began to search for suitable texts, as he explains in the score‘s Preface:  
I chose to develop the project around the theme of ―Curses and Blessings,‖ 
which I believed was offering a wide scale of expression ranging from 
lyrical through high drama.
11
 
 
The ballet‘s theme, the dualistic fragility of human nature with its angelic and demonic 
sides, appealed to Eben precisely because it coincided with his view of the essence of our 
humanity. The theme contains a cry for a better world and an exhortation for more 
sensibility to spirituality. The program note for the premiere quotes Eben: 
…With my theme I tried to show that mankind is capable of extending his 
limitations to the Divine or to the Demonic….‖12 
 
In his ballet Eben examines these limitations by portraying human beings as they come to 
terms with good and evil, a struggle that, he believes, will eventually diminish the power 
of humanity‘s dark side.   
Eben does not provide information about the compositional process of the ballet. 
My extensive analytical work on the composition has led me to the conclusion that he 
composed an organized, unified vocal-instrumental movement (movement III) in which 
both the vocal and instrumental forces are in balance and at the same time are constructed 
in such a way as to be relatively independent. Eben then deconstructed the full score of 
movement III into its vocal and instrumental forces, adding two more movements to the 
composition to make it into a three-movement ballet with one vocal, one instrumental, 
and one vocal-instrumental movement. Thus the challenge was not only for the two 
choreographers, who had to work separately on each movement, but also for Eben, 
                                                 
11 Score preface, p. iii. 
12 Eben, quoted in the premiere brochure, translation by Raymond Landgewen. 
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creating a work which could be deconstructed into units but still carry the significance of 
its ideas and its musical qualities.  
MOVEMENT III 
 Choral-orchestral 
 
   
             Movement I                Movement II 
                                      Choral               Orchestral 
 
 I am convinced that the compositional process was in the sequence described 
above for the following reasons. First, both choir and orchestra with their specific timbres 
present ideas simultaneously, but the orchestra is present simply as accompaniment or 
otherwise appears as a less important group: it interacts with the choir and on a number of 
occasions conflicts with it or presents the same thematic material; this means that Eben 
must have planned them together. Second, Eben achieves balance between them by 
assigning individualized thematic material to each group. Third, the orchestral sound was 
created in consideration of the choir, which is never overpowered. Finally, the score was 
published
13
 simply as a full vocal-instrumental work, which is evidence that a 
deconstruction occurred leading to a new integration.
14
 However, because of the 
sequence of performance, the audience witnesses only the integration part of the process. 
Through the deconstruction of movement III, Eben creates a large-scale three-movement 
ballet which starts three times from measure one and proceeds to the end in the following 
order: 
  Movement I                    Movement II               Movement III 
  Vocal          Instrumental               Vocal-Instrumental 
 
                                                 
13  Praha: Editio Bärenreiter, 2000.  
14 The publisher affirmed that the score includes only the final choral-orchestral movement. 
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The vocal-instrumental movement has an introduction (RN 1-2), main body (RN 3-41), 
and epilogue (RN 42-43); the same inner formal divisions are transferred by default to the 
other two movements derived from it. When performed as a concert piece, it makes 
perfect sense either to present the choral music (the expression of Eben‘s textual ideas) as 
an a cappella choral composition (i.e., Movement one), or only the final third movement 
as a summary of the whole complexity of the composition. When performed as a staged 
ballet, however, the contrast of the first two movements (both in terms of musical scoring 
and totally separate choreography) is essential in creating the synthesis of the finale, in 
which both are combined. This clarification of the large-scale design will serve as a guide 
during the discussion of the libretto and of the multiple inner divisions of the main body 
of the ballet.  
Libretto 
Three separate creative processes led to the ballet‘s final form. First came the 
need to select and organize the texts into a coherent libretto. Next there was the process 
of composition. Only then could the two choreographers work with Eben‘s musical 
product, extracting from it their unique choreographic statements in dance.  
Eben‘s careful assemblage of a diverse body of texts is reminiscent of Benjamin 
Britten‘s process of assembling textual collages, the most memorable of which was the 
libretto for his War Requiem, in which he juxtaposed traditional liturgical texts from the 
Requiem mass with the anti-war poetry of Wilfred Owen. There is no evidence to suggest 
that Eben knew Britten‘s process or sought to emulate it, but, like Britten, Eben creates a 
textual collage in Curses and Blessings that unites a wider array of texts than any of 
Britten‘s constructions. Eben draws excerpts from world literature, covering a period that 
 228 
ranges from ca. 3000 B.C. to the twentieth century.
15
 Eben‘s libretto is a statement of his 
thoughts about the human soul torn between good and evil. 
…I intended to bring to the fore the fact that throughout the ages and 
across national borders, human beings have always striven to transcend 
their worldly dimensions, entering into the territories of the divine and the 
demonic, tending either towards good or towards evil, imbued with love or 
with hate.
16
 
 
Using the wide timeframe of the text selections Eben demonstrates that, for many 
centuries, humans have tried to overcome their mortal nature with its link to an eternal 
soul. The libretto is Eben‘s petition for a more spiritual world.  
In assembling the libretto, Eben sought texts that depicted both the good and evil 
sides of human nature, believing that a unity that emphasized good over evil would 
emerge. His experience, however, produced quite an unexpected result: ―When I was 
looking for the text, I had a very sad experience: it was easier to find curses than 
blessings.‖17  This inequity inevitably affected the libretto‘s proportions, leading to a 2:1 
ratio of ―curse‖ texts to ―blessing‖ texts.  
As in Apologia Sokratus, Eben has retained the original languages of the texts, a 
symbolic representation of the idea that, despite time or place, people everywhere in the 
world are under the allure of evil. Preserving the original language of the texts also paid 
respect to their authors‘ mastery of perception. It was also a means of assuring that Eben 
did not create his personal outcome (consciously or unconsciously) by the nature of the 
chosen textual translations, but rather sought a deeper, more even-handed involvement 
with the meaning of each text. Retaining the texts in their original language also 
                                                 
15 Preface to the score, p. iii. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Timothy Koch, ―The A Cappella Music of Petr Eben,‖ Bulletin of the American Choral Association 40, 
no. 1 (1998), p. 3. 
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presented the composer with a rich palette of phonetic sounds from which layers of 
emotion could be built by the juxtaposition of different languages. Instances of precisely 
this kind of literary/musical layering may be found at RN 9-18, 16-18, 32-34, and 42-43. 
Between RN 16-18, Eben simultaneously sets Hebrew and French languages. His use of 
poetic and prose texts also provided him with the opportunity to use various musical 
meters both linearly and vertically.   
According to his own words, Eben structured the libretto by assigning the chosen 
texts into three groups: material blessings, curses, and spiritual blessings,
18
 sung by the 
choir in the first movement and repeated with the orchestra in the third movement. 
Within each group, sub-groups present rich emotional nuances. By this arrangement, 
Eben is able to create a structural framework in the form of an arch that gradually 
escalates to the most poignant texts.  
The text of the choral part has the form of an arch, rising up from lowly, 
material blessings, to pass through a culminating point before falling 
again, to the blessing of arms associated with lust for power. From there it 
is but a short step to curses, first grotesque, then magical and destructive, 
with which the ballet reaches its dramatic climax. They are followed by 
desperate attempts of individuals to contain the advancing evil. Their 
boldness mobilizes others to engage in collective resistance against evil, 
giving rise to a renewed blessing, this time one that is pure, clean and 
spiritual.
19
 
 
Eben‘s textual journey results in two climactic moments in the ballet—one dramatic and 
one spiritual.  
In his previously-quoted statement Eben does not indicate the border of each 
textual group or precisely where these climaxes occur; these are, however, easily 
                                                 
18 Preface to the score, pp. iii-iv. 
19 Preface to the score, p. iv. 
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recognized either by following the libretto or the music, which changes with each textual 
sub-group.  
Table 8.1: Curses and Blessings, Textual Divisions 
 
Textual 
group 
Subgroup I Subgroup II Subgroup III Subgroup IV 
Intro Eumenides (Aeschylus)    
Group I 
 
Material  
blessings 
Enki and Ninhursag 
(Mesopotamian Myth); 
 Deuteronomy; 
 Genesis   
 
 
Leier und 
Schwert (Körner)  
Macbeth 
(Shakespeare) 
New Political 
and Social Songs 
(Freiligrath)   
Blood Wedding 
(Lorca)                                                                               
  
Group II  
 
Curses 
Damnation of Akkad 
(Mesopotamian Myth);  
Thyl  Ulenspiegel 
(Coster) 
Jewish Wisdom 
(Drozhdynski)    
 
Othello (Shakespeare) 
Othello (Shakespeare) 
The Sun sets… 
(Nezval)       
Othello (Shakespeare)                                                 
Curse of the 
Synagogue over B. 
Spinoza; 
King Richard the 
Third
(Shakespeare) 
Dramatic climax 
Group III 
 
Spiritual  
Blessings 
Matthew, ch. 5, vs. 44 
Aufbruch (Heynicke) 
I do not regret… 
(Jessenin);  
Macbeth (Shakespeare) 
Eumenides (Aeschylus) 
Eumenides 
(Aeschylus) 
 
Wapene Martijn 
(Maerlant) 
Eumenides 
(Aeschylus) 
Wapene Martijn 
(Maerlant) 
Spiritual climax 
 
Epilogue Eumenides (Aeschylus) 
Enki and Ninhursag   
   
 
The dramatic climax comes at the end of group II, ―Curses,‖ culminating in the excerpt 
from Shakespeare‘s King Richard the Third. The spiritual climax arrives at the end of 
group III, ―Material Blessings‖ with its texts by Marlant and Aeschylus, but the new 
textual and musical tone is established at the beginning of this textual group III.  
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The libretto starts and ends with texts by Aeschylus,
20
 the father of Greek tragedy. 
The opening sentence, ―This is my blessing upon you,‖ is taken from the ―Chorus of the 
Furies‖ in The Eumenides, the third part of his trilogy Oresteia21: 
             
Original         Translation        Eben’s usage 
       Tan eman charin lego                     Tan charin eman lego 
            This is my blessing upon you 
Eben shifts the placement of the second and third words of the original to suggest that the 
blessing has not yet been realized; additionally, he adds irony by underlying the text with 
the ten-measure motto theme associated with the curses, which will be discussed in detail 
in chapter 9. Eben scores the opening sentence as a thirty-three measure introduction (RN 
1-2), which immediately reveals the conflict between blessings and curses that lies at the 
work‘s core.  
Textual Group I: Material Blessings 
Eben organizes the material blessings into two textual subgroups. The first 
contains ancient texts excerpted from Enki and Ninhursag,
22
 Deuteronomy
23
 (chapter 28), 
and Genesis (chapter 27).
24
  
May your city drink water in plenty, 
May the bitter water of your wells turn into fresh water, 
                                                 
20 In his score, Eben uses a different spelling (Aischylos) for the name of the ancient Greek playwright 
Aeschylus (525BC/524BC- 456 BC/455BC). 
21 Aeschylus‘ trilogy, Oresteia, includes the plays Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides. 
The trilogy concerns the end of the curse over the House of Atreus, who was the father of Agamemnon.  
22The Mesopotamian myth ―Enki and Ninhursag‖ depicts a love story between Enki, who was the God of 
Magic and Sweet Waters, and Ninhursag, who was the Earth Mother and Supreme Queen. She lived in 
Dilmun (the Earthly Paradise), where both gods met and fell in love. Because of Enki‘s persistent infidelity, 
Ninhursag punished him by sickening him. She made Enki come back to her for a cure. Ninhursag cured 
Enki by sending her soul into his body, by which she became a part of him.  
23 Scholars routinely described the book of Deuteronomy as including three sermons (Ch. 1-4; Ch. 5-22; 
Ch. 23-28). 
24 Genesis is the first book of the Bible; Deuteronomy is the fifth book of the Hebrew Bible.  
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May the furrows in your field bear bountiful crops,  
May your city be the granary of the world.                               (Enki and Ninhursag) 
Blessed shall be the fruit of Thy ground 
and the fruit of Thy cattle.                                                         (Deuteronomy, 28:4) 
 
God give thee the dew of heaven 
And the fatness of the Earth 
And plenty of corn and wine.                                                      (Genesis, 27:28) 
Let people serve thee 
And nations bow down to thee, 
Be Lord over thy brethren.                                                          (Genesis, 27:29) 
 
Each of these three texts takes the form of blessings couched in terms of nature‘s 
fertility and the prosperity of human beings. These optimistic texts indirectly point to the 
material comfort and success that everyone seeks. Next, Eben combines texts that date 
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. These selections (from Theodor Körner,
25
 
William Shakespeare,
26
 and Ferdinand Freiligrath
27
) comprise the next textual sub-group, 
discussing ―false blessings.‖ These texts focus on the lust for power and betrayal of 
friends, as the following excerpt from Körner‘s Leier und Schwert (Lyre and Sword) 
illustrates.  
The highest and last salvation is the sword. 
You shall dip the steel in your enemy‘s heart.                      (Körner, Leier und Schwert, ―Aufruf‖) 
 
In the original poem these two lines were lines 6 and 3,
28
 but Eben juxtaposes them, 
reversing their order to achieve more dynamic results and to connect to the next excerpt 
from Shakespeare‘s Macbeth. Eben again edits the original text, omitting the beginning 
of line 45 and eliding it with the second half of line 46: 
       45   Or else worth all the rest; I see thee still,  
   46   And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood             (Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 2, Scene 1) 
                                                 
25 Theodor Körner (1791-1813) was a German poet and soldier who died in Lützow‘s volunteer corps 
against Napoleon. The poet became a hero. 
26 William Shakespeare (1564-1616). 
27 Ferdinand Freiligrath (1810-1876) was a German poet. His revolutionary ideals and the censorship in 
Germany made him settle in Switzerland. His revolutionary poetry was increasingly political in content. 
28 Theodor Körner, Sämmtliche Werke (Berlin: Nicolaische Berlag & Buchhandlung, 1867). The excerpt is 
from vol. 1, Leier und Schvert, ―Aufruf,‖ p. 72. 
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 I see thee still; and on thy blade 
And dudgeon gouts of blood.                            (Shakespeare as used in Eben‘s libretto) 
 
That hand is most beloved,  
Which wields the sword and spear! 
That mouth is most godly, 
Which sings songs of war.        (Freiligrath, ―Neuere politische und soziale Lieder,‖ 1848) 
 
Following Shakespeare‘s lines is an excerpt from Freiligrath‘s poem Wien29; the lines 5 
and 6 selected by Eben appear in the original German text as:   
Die Hand ist uns die liebste, die Schwert und Lanze schwingt! 
Der Mund ist uns der frömmste, der Schlachtgesänge singt!30 
 
The false blessings conclude with an excerpt from Federico García-Lorca‘s Bodas 
de sangre (Blood Wedding).
31
 This violent passage occurs in the play‘s first act (scene 1), 
in which the mother of the bridegroom rails against the power of things capable of 
causing death: knifes, razors, pistols, even forks. Her condemnations form the transition 
between the material blessings and curses, casting irony and anger on the killers, blood, 
and war.  
 The knife, the knife! 
May all of them be damned and their inventor too 
And damnation to all guns, pistols, swords 
and all spades and forks with them.    (Lorca, Blood Wedding) 
 
Once again, Eben‘s text is abridged; he omits the words spoken by the bridegroom (line 
13) that interrupt his mother‘s lament (lines 12 and 14) to usher in the ensuing litany of 
curses. 
                                                 
29 ―Neuere politische und soziale Gedichte,‖ Wien is dated ―Köln, 3 November, 1848.‖ 
30 Ferdinand Freiligrath, Sämmtliche Werke, 6 vols. (New York: F. Gerhard, 1858-1859), v. 6, p. 260. 
31 The Spanish poet Federico García Lorca (1898-1936) was shot by the Nationalist Militia in 1936 and 
thrown into an unmarked grave because of his liberal views. The trilogy Blood Wedding (1932), Yerma 
(1934) and The House of Bernarda Alba (1936) comprise his best known works. Lorca‘s works were 
banned by the Spanish dictator, Francisco Franco; a censored edition of his complete works appeared in 
1953. His rehabilitation was marked by the construction of a monument in 1986 by the Spanish government 
at the site of his murder. Blood Wedding is based on a true story of love, lust, and betrayal. (The New 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed. 2005; vol. 5, pp. 116-117).   
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Textual Group II: Curses 
The texts of these curses form the largest and longest textual group, providing all 
the lyrics set between RN 14 and 32. This lengthy text is divisible into four sub-groups, 
forming escalating stages of curses; the first marks the beginning of the curses, the 
second moves to sarcasm and witchery, the third concentrates on destruction, and 
culminates in the fourth, which forms a dramatic climax for the entire work.  
The first subgroup of texts contains excerpts from another Mesopotamian myth, 
―The Damnation of Akkad‖32 (RN 14). The curse on Akkad33 text is the counterpart to 
the blessings on Dilmun town from the ―material blessings‖ group. Eben also includes an 
excerpt from Charles de Coster‘s34 novel, Thyl Ulenspiegel; the appearance of this French 
text at RN 16 creates polytextuality, forming a secondary layer to the Persian text about 
Akkad‘s curse. Similarly to the Greek text from Apologia Sokratus, Eben sets the 
Akkadian text in Roman letters. Both texts are posed as opposites to the ―material 
blessings.‖ 
Libretto  Translation  
Imsu absuba chemgi 
Schesu absinba chemgi 
Gischsu tirbia chemgi 
May your soul return into the ocean,  
May your crops grow back into the furrows 
And the beams of your house return to the forests.     
                                       (The Damnation of Akkad) 
 Sois maudit! 
Que la terre soit brulante a tes pieds,  
que la sucre paraisse du sel  
Be damned! 
May the soil burn under your feet, 
May sugar taste to you as salt, 
                                                 
32 Akkad was an ancient Mesopotamian city that suddenly ceased to exist ca. 2083 B.C. The curse of 
Akkad began when the eight chief deities of Persian antiquity withdrew their support for the city.  
33 While for centuries it was believed that the story is fictional, recent archeological work in the area of Tell 
Leian, another city of the Akkadian Empire, has found that it is related to Akkad in types of soil; the 
suggestion is that a climate change at around 2200 B.C. might be the answer to Akkad‘s fast disappearance. 
(Elizabeth Kolbert, ―The Climate of Man—II: The curse of Akkad…‖ The New Yorker 81, no. 11 [May 2, 
2005]: 56-63). The excerpt can be found in section  222-244 of a translated document of curses, in a web-
page of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of Oxford:  
http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.2.1.5#. (Accessed Oct. 17, 2009) 
34 Charles de Coster (1827-1879) was a Belgian novelist; his most famous work is The Legend of Thyl 
Ulenspiegel (1867). The prototype for the novel‘s main character is a fourteenth-century German fairy-tale 
character named Dyl Ulenspiegel. The German title of the novel is Thyl Ulenspiegel. (Another spelling for 
it is Till Eulenspiegel). 
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que le pain te soit de la cendre, 
que le soleil te soit de glace 
et la neige un feu d‘enfer.  
 
And bread as ashes,  
May the sun as ice to you,  
And snow burn you as inferno fire.  
                                                   (Thyl Ulenspiegel) 
 
The excerpt concerning the curse in Coster‘s novel originally consisted of eighteen lines 
of text.
35
 Eben used only the first five lines of this passage, editing even that to 
concentrate on the more general curses regarding nature and food. Apparently, the rest of 
the text was too specific to the content of the book to be appropriate for Eben‘s purposes.  
The second subgroup consists of destructive and angry curses (RN 19) drawn 
from an anthology entitled Jewish Wisdom compiled by Aleksander Drozhdynski.
36
 
Eben‘s choice of texts focuses on ironic wishes.  
Table 8.2: Curses and Blessings, Textual Subgroup Two 
 
 Libretto   Translation by J. Kylián 
Du solst hobn hindert Palazn,   
in jedn Oalan hindert Schtok, 
in jedn Schtok hindert Chejder,  
in jedn Chejder hindert Betn, 
  
 a  
I wish you a hundred palaces,  
in every palace a hundred floors,  
on every floor a hundred rooms,  
in every room a hundred beds 
und doss Keduches sol mit dir, 
warfn fun ein Bett af‘n andern, 
du solst nit kenen pajgern.     
 
bb' 
 
And that cholera may throw you 
from bed to bed, 
so that you can not die. 
Du solst sajn wi a Reitach, 
solst wachsn mit‘n Kopp in der Erde rain, 
un de Werm soln fun dir basn. 
c 
b 
b' 
I wish you to be like a radish, 
But growing with your head downwards,  
and that the worms may eat you. 
 
Eben takes his third subgroup of textual excerpts from William Shakespeare‘s 
Othello (1603) and Vítězslav Nezval‘s37 drama The Sun Sets Over Atlantis Even Today 
                                                 
35 Charles de Coster, translated by F. M. Atkinson, The Legend of Ulenspiegel, 2 vols. (London: William 
Heinemann, 1922). The full paragraph appears in vol. II, book V, chapter VII, p. 335. 
36 Aleksander Drozhdynski (also spelled Drożdżyński [1925-1980]) was a Polish publicist and satirist; 
during WWII he was imprisoned by the Nazis in concentration camps, most notably Buchenwald. He 
collected and compiled a 191-page anthology of proverbs and dictums, entitled Mądrości żydowskie 
(Jewish Wisdom) (Warszawa: Wiedz Powszachna, 1960) that was published as part of the series Myśli 
Srebrne i Złote.  
37 Vítězslav Nezval (1900-1958) was a prolific Czech writer of the 1920-30s, and a founding figure of the 
―Devětsil‖ Poetry Movement.  
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(Sc. 5)
38
; these texts convey additional tension and force to the lust for destruction. Eben 
creates another ternary design (aba) by repeating the excerpt from Othello after the text 
from Nezval‘s drama The Sun Sets…. 
Table 8.3: Curses and Blessings, Textual Subgroup Three 
Libretto  Translation 
Ay, let her rot, and perish, 
And be damned tonight, 
For she shall not live. 
a  
 
                                              (Othello, Act 4, scene 1) 
Budiţ rozsápán psy a vlky, spřeţením 
koní, 
budiţ vymazán z lidské paměti. 
b May dogs and wolves and horses tear you into pieces,  
May you be blotted out from history and human 
memory.                                      (The Sun Sets… sc. 5) 
Ay, let her rot, and perish, 
And be damned tonight, 
For she shall not live. 
a  
 
From Shakespeare‘s Othello (Act 4, Sc. 5) Eben extracts lines 181-182, omitting the 
second line‘s conclusion, ―no, my heart is turned to‖: 
181   [Aye], let her rot, and perish, and be damned tonight;  
182   for she shall not live: [no, my heart is turned to] 
 
The last textual subgroup (RN 30-32) consists of excerpts from Curse of the 
Synagogue over Baruch Spinoza.
39
 Spinoza, one of the great rationalists of seventeenth-
century philosophy, laid the foundations of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and 
Biblical criticism. According to the English philosopher Bertrand Russell, he was ―cursed 
with all the curses in Deuteronomy….‖40  
                                                 
38 The Czech title is Dnes ještě zapadá slunce nad Atlantidou: hra o pěti obrazech, Series Dílo, no. 20 
(Praha: Československý Spisovatel, 1963).  
39 Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) was a Dutch philosopher, born into a Jewish family; because of his 
disagreement with Judaism and Jewish beliefs, he was in conflict with the Jewish community, which 
prayed for him but then threatened him; Spinoza was expelled from the Jewish community under a curse. 
He spent his life quietly, grinding lenses for optical instruments. He wrote in Latin, his main work being 
Ethics Demonstrated in Geometric Order.  In his writings he relates the supreme good to the supreme form 
of knowledge. (Gunnar Skirbekk and Nils Gilje, A History of Western Thought. English translation by 
Ronald Worley, London and New York: Routledge, 2001; pp. 203-204). For the full translated text of 
Spinoza‘s expelling curse see Robert Willis, Benedict de Spinoza: His Life, Correspondence, and Ethics 
(Trübner, 1870), pp. 34-35. 
40 Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 521. 
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Translation 
May [he] be damned in the daytime and at night, 
May [he] be damned sleeping and walking,  
May [he] be damned going out and coming in, 
May God never forgive him.  
                         (Curse of the Synagogue over B. Spinoza) 
  
The curses against Spinoza were written in Portuguese
41
 and proclaimed from the 
synagogue Talmud Torah in Amsterdam. The original Hebrew text of the curses, 
however, is no longer extant; its Spanish translation was brought to Amsterdam from 
Venice in 1618.
42
 That the libretto includes the Hebrew translation of Spinoza‘s 
expulsion curses (instead of translated version) is a subtle reference to the original, about 
which Eben most likely had information. The plethora of sibilant consonants contributes 
to the violence of the climax, a build-up that Eben multiplies by the rhetorical figure of 
anaphora.  
It is significant that Eben centers his dramatic climax on the curses accompanying 
Spinoza‘s excommunication from the synagogue. He uses these analogously to refer to 
all people cast out by their communities. These curses represent the worst that could 
happen to a human being, i.e., being forcibly driven from one‘s homeland and culture; as 
such they symbolize the disrespect and ridicule that many talented, gifted and 
knowledgeable people receive at the hands of common people who think their view of the 
world is the only valid one and are quite incapable of perceiving how far removed they 
are from the truly gifted. With this text, Eben does not criticize, but emphasizes the 
multiple faces of evil, a kind of textual parallel to the concept set forth in the second 
                                                 
41 They are found in a Book of Ordinances (Livro dos Acordos de Naçăo e Ascamot), from the Archives of 
the Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam (held in the Amsterdam Municipal Archives, numbered PA 334/19). 
The official version of the excommunication appears in p. 408 of this book.  
42 More details on the subject can be found at http://www.tau.ac.il/~kasher/pspin.htm#5a. This is a 
discussion by Prof. Asa Kasher, an Israeli philosopher and linguist from Tel Aviv University, Israel.  
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movement (―About Evil‖) of his oratorio Apologia Sokratus, where Socrates resists the 
crowds that would have him adapt his behavior to theirs. Spinoza refused to stop raising 
questions about the true nature of reality, but powerful social forces tried to silence him 
by expelling him from the community. For Eben, this action epitomizes the cruelest type 
of hate and violence. One cannot escape the sad conclusion that little has changed since 
that time. Had Eben felt the judgments of mediocrity? Yes, his works were sometimes 
commented upon by mediocre people.
43
  
Textual Group III: Spiritual Blessings 
The last texts turn to pure, spiritual blessings. The central theme of this last 
textual group is love and blessings. Initially, blessings are still disrupted by the 
intermittent appearance of the less virulent curses that shaped the preceding text. Eben 
organizes the blessing texts into three subgroups to correspond with the three stages of 
blessing. The first subgroup (RN 33-35) begins with a quotation from the Gospel of 
Matthew (5:44): ―Benefacite his qui vos oderunt‖ (Bless them that curse you), a phrase 
that was very significant for Eben. His conviction that revenge never leads to any good is 
the essence of his belief and worldview. Not surprisingly, he sets the text to a melody that 
is highly reminiscent of the Gregorian chant Ubi caritas, music that, for Eben, is the 
―essence of all religion.‖44 From Kurt Heynicke‘s poem, Aufbruch, Eben selected only 
two lines (6 and 7) from the beginning of the poem‘s second verse45: 
                                                 
43 Once, a communist composer came to Eben to praise his new composition The Landscapes of Patmos, 
saying: ―Well, that‘s the first reasonable thing that you have written ….‖ Eben‘s response that ―Patmos was 
the island where St. John was writing the Apocalypse, the book of revelations,‖ made this party-leader 
composer very angry. Eben, quoted in Evans, ―The Choral Music of Petr Eben,‖ p. 118. 
44 The full quotation appears in Chapter 1, p. 14. 
45 Kurt Heynicke (1891-1985) was a German poet and playwright, one of the early Expressionist poets. 
Aufbruch is a poem from the cycle Das namenslose Angesicht and is from its first part, entitled ―Der 
Tempel Erde.‖ Kurt Heynicke, Jeder Tag: Das lyrische Gesamtwerk (Herdecke: Scheffler-Verlag, 2000), p. 
121. 
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Original/Libretto Translation 
In die Liebe, Herz, brich auf! 
Mit guten Augen leuchte Mensch zu Mensch! 
Open yourself to love, o heart,  
[May man look upon man] with loving eyes  
                                        (Heynicke, Aufbruch) 
 
Eben next appended the final sentence of Sergei‘s Yesenin‘s46 short poem ―Не жалею, 
не зову, не плачу‖ (I do not regret, and I do not shed tears), written in 192147: 
                             Original/Libretto     Translation 
 Будь же ты вовек благословенно, 
Что пришло процвесть и умереть. 
Be blessed all 
that came to blossom and to die 
 
Between measures 237 and 253, Eben achieves polytextuality by using overlapping texts 
in English, Hebrew, Spanish, German, and Russian. With the exception of the German 
and Russian blessings just discussed, the rest are repetitions of words from already heard 
―cursing‖ texts. Eben continues his benedictions with an excerpt from Shakespeare‘s 
Macbeth (act II, scene 4): 
God‘s benison48 go with you; and with those, 
   that would make good of bad, and friends of foes!  
 
   The second subgroup of blessing texts begins with a chorus from Aeschylus‘ 
tragedy Eumenides.
49
 These lines voice a desire for wisdom: 
Let earth no longer drink the black blood of men,  
May no one through revenge disaster seek to bring  
And pay for blood with blood.                                     
(Eumenides—chorus outside the Temple of Appolo at   Delphi) 
 
After this sentence, Eben elides the next line from Eumenides into line 615 from Jacob 
van Maerlant‘s50 poem Van Jacob Ende Van Martine,51  known by its first line, ―Wapene 
                                                 
46 Sergei Yesenin (1895-1925) is a Russian poet.  
47 The poem appears in S. A. Yesenin, Sobranie Sochinenii [Collected Works], 6 vols. (Moskva: 
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1977), vol. 1, pp. 188-189. 
48 The word ―benison,‖ an archaic form of the modern word ―benediction,‖ is no longer in common use. 
49 There are numerous translations of Eumenides. I did not locate the one Eben used for the libretto. 
However, I found useful explanations and was able to match the libretto excerpt with p. 171 of Aeschylus, 
The “Eumenides”: With an Introduction, Commentary and Translation by Arthur Woollgar Verrall 
(London: Macmillan, 1908). 
50 Jakob van Maerlant (1230/1240 ca 1300) was a Flemish poet of the Middle Ages. 
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Martijn‖ (Alas! Martin).52 Eben uses line 615 ―Pays ende vrede bleve fijn‖ from the first 
part of the poem to introduce his third sub-group of texts. 
But now let love be love‘s rewards  
 In friendship‘s lifelong unity             (Aeschylus: Eumenides, chorus outside the Temple)   A 
 May peace last for ever                     (J. van Maerlant: Wapene Martijn
53
)                  B 
 
Thus these final texts of blessing bring in themes of love, peace, and serenity. Eben 
creates a closed textual and textural form (abab) by repeating text phrases. This passage 
marks the philosophical climax of the composition.  
The repetitions of the last blessings subgroup counter the four damnations heard 
earlier, effectively neutralizing them with love and peace, values fundamental to all 
people. Here, as in many of Eben‘s compositions, love begets peace. He emphasizes the 
significance of love as the most fundamental human emotion.  
The libretto‘s kaleidoscopic structure reveals Eben‘s efforts to accumulate the 
broadest possible array of texts on both subjects and to combine them into a logical 
narrative. It also gives listeners a glimpse of literary texts and poetry which are set to 
music less often. Eben creates a symmetrical text structure (opening-development-
conclusion) by reprising the opening sentence from The Eumenides in the Epilogue. This 
time, however, he brings in the Enki and Ninhursag ―blessings‖ as an additional textual 
layer.  
Examination of the libretto reveals a considerable textual repetition at a local 
level; by repeating words or phrases, Eben was able to create a local aba‘ text structure 
that easily translates into music. There is, however, no repetition of lyrics on a larger 
                                                                                                                                                 
51 The poem has three parts; the other two are known as ―Dander Martijn‖ (Second Martin) and ―Van der 
drievoudichede‖ (Third Martin). 
52 I suspect that Eben intentionally was looking for a representative text of Dutch culture, given that the 
ballet was commissioned by the Netherlands Dance Theater. 
56 Jacob Van Maerlant, Strophische Gedichten, Series Bibliotheek van Middelnederlansche Letterkunde (Te 
Groningen bij J. B. Wolters, 1879), p. 26.  
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scale. Only in the dramatic climax (except the Epilogue) and the following two subgroups 
of blessing texts did Eben bring back words from previous texts, using their meaning (―be 
damned,‖ ―malditas sean,‖ and ―sois maudit‖) to create more complex emotional layers.  
Formal Design 
Because of the specific request of both choreographers, Christopher Bruce and Jiří 
Kylián, for one joint and two separate movements, Eben knew before starting his 
composition that Curses and Blessings would have three movements, the first two 
separate but capable of being combined to form the third. In the Preface to his score, he 
comments: 
Independently of the original choreographic concept, from the very 
beginning I had formed in my mind a clear idea concerning the semantic 
structure of this three-part work, along the following lines: 
Part One (a cappella chorus) - good and evil within the human being 
Part Two (orchestra) - angels and demons 
Part Three (chorus and orchestra) – co-existence of the two worlds and 
interpretation of the human and the supernatural.
54
 
 
Eben‘s explanation makes it clear that he was interested in creating an artistic whole by 
combining two independent works based on the interaction of contrasting characters, 
terms and symbols. He wanted to present his audience with the battle between good and 
evil as he understood it, and in terms, both musical and visual, that they could 
understand. ―Významové strúktury‖ is Eben‘s description of the three–movement ballet 
structure, translated into English in the score‘s preface as ―semantic structure.‖ Eben 
answers the question of how evil came into existence with three movements; in 
Movement I, he creates a textual collage comprised of three textual groups that describe 
humanity‘s ability to embody both good and evil, as we have seen. The significance of 
the contradictory ideas presented in the libretto and the communicative power of words 
                                                 
54 Curses and Blessings, Score Preface, p. iv. 
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are a possible explanation for why Eben chose to start the ballet with a vocal movement. 
Conversely, the second movement explores the same conflict in the world of angels and 
demons, using the orchestra. 
Of the three movements the last is the most complex because it combines music 
and choreographic interpretations of the first two, exploring through this synthesis the 
themes of good and evil, angels and demons, in both the material and eternal worlds. 
Eben claims
55
 that his concept for three movements based on the contrasts and similarity 
of these ideas was entirely separate from the choreographic aspect of the commission. His 
claim finds support in the formal and aesthetic concepts found in the juxtaposition of 
similar themes (virtue and evil) in the three movements of Apologia Sokratus.  
Eben‘s idea of a formal design based on the presentation and deconstruction of 
the musical unit and its subsequent synthesis is an excellent example of the dialectical 
philosophical method of ―thesis – antithesis – synthesis‖ attributed to Friedrich Hegel, 
who states in the famous Preface to his Phenomenology of Spirit: 
Only this self-restoring sameness, or this reflection in otherness within 
itself—not an original or immediate unity as such—is the True. It is the 
process of its own becoming, the circle that presupposes its end as its goal, 
having its end also as its beginning; and only by being worked out to its 
end, is it actual.
56
  
 
Thus, in order to examine the otherness of each individual entity, Eben deconstructs the 
vocal-instrumental movement, observing the contrasting music and texture, and the 
presence of both curses and blessings in both realities, and then unites them into a new 
beginning as a true unified form.   
                                                 
55 Score preface, p. iv; see quotation in previous page of this chapter. 
56 G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, translated by A. V. Miller; with analysis of the text and 
foreword by J. N. Findlay (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), p. 10, paragraph 18. 
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The True is the whole.… Though it might seem contradictory that the 
Absolute should be conceived essentially as a result, it needs little 
pondering to set this show of contradictions in its true light.
57
  
 
At a more local level, the contradictions within each of the two deconstructed parts of the 
ballet—the co-existence of good and evil both on the Earth and in the universe—are 
continuous. While both worlds have a similar internal presentation of conflicting ideas, 
Eben chooses to highlight the differences between the two by using two self-sufficient 
musical textures. In turn, these parallel constructions and the stages they move through to 
reach a higher level of integration and unity created the fundamental design of the ballet. 
Again, based on this way of thinking and on Eben‘s characteristic process of intense 
internal thought before any music was actually written down on paper,
58
 it is my belief 
that he deliberately created the full score as a single unit that could survive 
deconstruction into separate movements and performing groups. This demonstrates the 
kaleidoscopic nature of the work, presenting similar ideas that, as in Cubist painting, 
force the beholder to view reality from several different perspectives.  
The large-scale ternary design of the ballet (A – B – A+B) is additive, resulting in 
a form that seems continuously developmental from the first to the third movement. 
However, since they have been created simultaneously as single units and then 
deconstructed, all three movements have the exact same length and inner divisions and 
logical breaks, and closely follow the libretto, which is a leading element for the 
composition. The same sequence of topics (Material blessings—Curses—Spiritual 
blessings) framed by an introduction and epilogue appears in the third and in the first 
movements. 
                                                 
57 Ibid., p. 11, paragraph 20. 
58 Vondrovicova, p. 61. 
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Table 8.4: Curses and Blessings, Formal Design 
Movement → 
Sections ↓ 
Movement III (C) (combined 
movement I and II) 
Movement I (A) 
Choir 
Movement II (B) 
Orchestra 
Length 
RN 1-2 Introduction                    Introduction Introduction   33 mm. 
RN 3-9 Material blessings          Material blessings          I   67 mm. 
RN 10-32 Curses                            Curses        II 136 mm. 
RN 33-40 Spiritual blessings         Spiritual blessings         III   51 mm. 
RN 41-42 Epilogue                        Epilogue Epilogue   12 mm. 
 
Eben terms the form ―cyclic,‖ referring to the chain of texts he uses.59 While all three 
movements share a common length (required by the interrelated choreographic needs of 
the whole), the musical content varies within each.  
The orchestral movement contrasts with the preceding choral one both in its 
absence of text and the change of musical idiom. Eben asserts that this movement 
introduces ―new motivic material,‖60 the novelty of which is nonetheless dependent on its 
ability to interact with the choral music when the two are combined as the final portion of 
the ballet. In his preface to the score Eben explains that, for him, this movement 
represents angels and demons in the eternal world.  
A formal analysis of the initial vocal-instrumental unit illustrates the shared 
formal design of all three movements. This movement is the richest because it combines 
the concrete textual underpinning of Eben‘s philosophical plan with the more abstract 
instrumental gestures of the second (instrumental) movement. Only in combination, in 
movement three, do these two separate movements attain the full climactic musico-
dramatic weight Eben had calculated in the initial planning stages of the composition. 
                                                 
59  Petr Eben, quoted in the brochure to the premiere, translation by Raymond Landgewen. 
60 Eben, score preface, p. iii. 
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Sections 
The introduction consists of three eleven-measure phrases and concludes with a 
clear break after m. 33 (marked in the score with a double line). The ballet opens with a 
choir of furies who sing ―This is my blessing upon you‖ from Aeschylus‘ Eumenidies.  
Table 8.5: Curses and Blessings, Intro and ―Material Blessings,‖ Formal Divisions  
Part Section Divis. Language Author Measures Length 
Intro  a 
a' 
a" 
Greek Aeschylus 11 
11 
11 
33 
Textual 
Group I 
Material 
blessings 
A  (RN 3-5) a 
b 
a 
Persian Myths of 
Mesopotamia 
8 
7 
4 
19 
 B   (RN 6-9) b 
b' 
Latin 
Latin 
Deuteronomy 
Genesis 
12 
12 
24 
 C  (RN 10-13) c 
 
c' 
German 
English 
German 
Spanish 
Körner  
Shakespeare, 
Freiligrath, 
Lorca 
6 
 
18 
24 
 
 
The material blessings occupy 67 measures. The formal design of the textual 
group is ABC (19+24+24 measures); the three sections have their own distinctive 
textures.  
      Section A: RN 3-5              Section B: RN 6-9            Section C: RN 10-13 
    19 mm.                24 mm.           24 mm. 
   (8+7+4)              (12+12)          (6+18) 
 
The nineteen-measure aba design of Section A is ruled by the Akkadian myth about Enki 
and Ninhursag, set in a single musical gesture.  Section B has two equal musical periods 
(12+12 measures). The section begins with the Deuteronomy excerpt and introduces the 
Genesis excerpt (27:28) in the sixth measure of the first 12 measures. The second group 
of 12 measures sets the first three lines from Genesis (27:29). Then Eben repeats only 
―Dominus fratrum tuorum‖ from the third line and then connects the first and third lines 
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as ―serviant tibi populi, esto Dominus fratrum tuorum‖ (Genesis 27:29). Section C of the 
―material blessings‖ is both repetitive like its predecessor and developmental (cc'); the 
initial six-measure phrase is extended to eighteen measures by repetition. This elaborate 
repetition includes overlapping of texts (Shakespeare, Freiligrath, and the newly added 
Lorca text) and a musical ostinato. 
Eben‘s musical treatment of the curse texts creates three sections (DEF) that are 
developmental in character. At 132 measures in length, the music of this section 
dominates the composition.  
Table 8.6: Curses and Blessings, ―Curses‖ (RN 14-32), Sections  
Part II 
Curses 
Division Measures Text/Author  Language  Length 
Sect. D    RN 14 
                RN 16 
a 
b 
 
14 
18 
Myths of Mesopotamia,  
Coster 
Persian 
French 
32 mm. 
Sect. E    RN 19 
82 mm. 
 
               RN 22 
 
 
               RN 25 
 
               RN 28 
               RN 29 
a 
b 
b' 
c 
b 
b' 
d 
e 
f 
e' 
9 
6 
6 
5 
6 
6 
7 
20(4/4/4/8) 
9 
8  
Drozhdynski    
 
 
 
 
 
Shakespeare, 
Shakespeare, 
Nezval       
Shakespeare                                                 
German 
 
 
 
 
 
English 
English 
Czech 
English
45 mm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20 mm. 
17 mm. 
Sect. F    RN 30 a 
a 
a 
a 
2 
6 
2+5 
7 
Curse of the Synagogue,  
Shakespeare – Climax 
Hebrew 
English  
22 mm. 
 
The developmental quality of textual Group II is manifested in the differing 
lengths and musical characteristics of each constituent part:  
  Section D: RN 14-18              Section E: RN 19-29              Section F: RN 30-32 
32 mm.        82 mm.       22 mm. 
           (14+18)              (45+20+17)                (2+6+7+7) 
 
The sections are rhythm driven but section F, which is only 22 measures, is striking for 
its brutal intensity. The general characteristic of section E between RN 19 and 24 is the 
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rondo-like alternations of text and music (abb'cbb') using subdivisions of the beat—three 
in the choir against two in orchestra—that result in a polyrhythmic texture. A 
continuously changing ostinato for 45 measures runs between RN 14 and 18 of section E. 
Following an aleatoric segment in both orchestra and choir at RN 25, Eben sets the rest of 
section E in alternating meters. The uneven repetitive phrases of section E propel the 
music forward as Eben repeats words to extend the length of each phrase (three 
repetitions of ―hindert Beth‖ in mm. 140-141). The third subsection of section E (RN 25) 
is rhythmically unified and very active. 
Section F is the dramatic climax (RN 30-32); Eben sets it as a separate section 
instead of including it in the previous one. He marks a sudden stop in the score to create a 
stronger dramatic effect. The four similar phrases of the climax vary in length, and the 
fourth is the longest. Their common gesture is the alternation of a harmonic tutti utilizing 
syncopation with the linear presentation of triplet rhythm. 
The ―spiritual blessings‖ are textual Group III. This group creates another 
development as it presents statements of new thematic material and a chorale-like texture 
in the choir. Its three sections contrast in length; in character they gradually become 
calmer. The last section is most homogenous in terms of texture. 
     Section G: RN 33-35        Section H: RN 36     Section I: RN 37-41 
    22 mm.                        9 mm.                          42 mm. 
   (5+7+4+6)          (6+3)                         (24+18) 
 
There is no return of earlier textual or thematic material, except for the reappearance of 
the curse climax elements (RN 33-34) that Eben uses to interfere with the new character 
of section G. The brief middle section (H) forms a transition to section I, which consists 
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entirely of new material stated four times. In section I Eben repeats full phrases, in 
contrast to the ―curses,‖ where the repetitions are more segmented.  
Table 8.7: Curses and Blessings, ―Spiritual Blessings‖ and Epilogue (RNS 33-42) 
Textual Group III 
Spiritual 
blessings 
Divisions/Measure 
groups 
Text Language Climax Length 
Section G  RN 33 a            (2+3) 
b            (4+3) 
c            (4) 
d            (6) 
Matthew,  
Heynicke,  
Yessenin,  
Shakespeare  
Latin 
German 
Russian 
English  
 22 
Section H   RN 36 f            (6+3) Aeschylus, Greek  9 
Section I     RN 37 
                   RN 39 
                   RN 40 
                   
a            (6+8) 
a'           (10) 
a            (6+8) 
a'           (4) 
Aeschylus, 
Maerlant-  
Aeschylus, 
Maerlant  
Greek 
Dutch 
Greek 
Dutch 
 
Soft 
Climax 
42 
Epilogue    RN 42 
                  RN 43 
a            (5) 
a            (7) 
Aeschylus Greek  12 
 
Section G introduces a textural and timbral change presented by the baritones in 
unison. A number of structural parallels can be observed between the dramatic climax of 
textual group II (section F) and the beginning of textual group III (section G). First, both 
incorporate short phrases. Second, section G unfolds in four phrases in similar fashion to 
the four phrases of the dramatic climax. Third, the first and second phrases of section G 
demonstrate a reversal of the events that constitute the dramatic climax; so whereas in the 
dramatic climax the syncopated tritone opens the section and leads each phrase, section G 
instead begins with a unison chant-like tune, which is interrupted by the syncopated 
tritone.  
Section I is a ―soft‖ climax that uses a chorale-like theme comprised of four 
phrases. A comparison between the ―dramatic‖ and ―soft‖ climaxes reveals that the latter 
is almost double the length of the former (42 mm. vs. 22 mm.).This suggests that Eben 
places more importance and weight on the soft climax as the expression of the ballet‘s 
main lesson (the meaning of love and peace) than on the ―dramatic‖ climax.  
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A short epilogue concludes the composition. In contrast to the introduction, it is 
only twelve measures in length, consisting of five- and seven-measure phrases. The arch 
form of the vocal-instrumental movement may be summarized in the following figure: 
     Intro                                      Epilogue 
                 
                  Material blessings       Spiritual blessings  
    
    Curses 
    
Eben achieves continuity within the movement and within the ballet by creating 
strands of related but diverse variations of a motto cell (see Chapter 9), which is the main 
structural-melodic and continuously repeating element; thus, one perceives the 
composition as a theme and variations, with each ―variation‖ including varied phrase 
repetitions. Eben accomplishes this by expanding and contracting the repeated phrases to 
avoid a square formal design and ensure a developmental flow. He consistently uses 
uneven numbers of measures in each section and its subdivisions to promote continuity, 
together with the alternation of different meters. 
Vocal and Instrumental Timbres as Symbols  
Eben‘s idea of creating a movement to hold ―curses and blessings‖ in different 
domains, earthly and cosmic, led him to a formal logic based on the use of contrasting 
performing forces of choir and orchestra; it seems quite possible that this divergence of 
texture might also be a larger layer of symbolism.  
As noted in the score‘s preface, when Eben sets the libretto to music, he considers 
the text and human voices as representative of human nature and of characteristics 
associated with it. Because the choir communicates the libretto, it naturally assumes the 
role of presenting the verbal argument. Except for the opening measure in each of the 
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consecutive movements, and the instrumental second movement, the choir is always 
present; for example, the blessing theme sung by a cappella choir (RN 33) becomes a 
Grand Pause within the second instrumental movement.  
The array of Eben‘s choral writing is quite varied, involving imitative texture (RN 
6-8, 22, 30), vocal ostinati with varied rhythmic patterns (RN 14-18), doubling of voices, 
unison (RN 30), vocal aleatory (RN 30-31), a chorale-like texture (RN 33-34), and 
homophony (RN 37-41). He reserves the use of unison voices to symbolize the unity 
implicit in the blessing theme. The motto and the love theme both have a homophonic 
texture, using parallel fourths, fifths and octaves in a technique resembling medieval 
organum. Sprechgesang (mm. 253-257) further reinforces the evil implied by the 
―cursing‖ texts (―be damned tonight,‖ ―despair and die‖). In the final movement, the 
choir is sometimes doubled by brass (RN 37-38, and RN 40) or woodwinds (RN 36) for 
emphasis; similarly, the bass voices are sometimes doubled by strings (cello and double 
bass in RN 11-12 and viola and cello in RN 24). Throughout the third movement, 
however, the choir retains its essential independence from the orchestra.  
While the text is carried in the first and third movements, the orchestra sounds in 
the second and third movements, offering a rich and varied array of timbral colors. Eben 
deliberately includes instruments as references to particular geographical regions, 
historical times, or religions. His choice of harp, the most ancient chordophone, cymbals, 
tambourine (indefinite pitch), gong (definite pitch) and tam-tam (indefinite pitch), 
instruments known to have existed in ancient Greece, India, Egypt, Assyria, Persia and 
Babylonia, adds exotic color to the score,  amplifies the text and enforces his vision of the 
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infinite struggle between good and evil. The following table illustrates the 
instrumentation of the ballet: 
Table 8.8: Curses and Blessings, Instrumentation 
Drums Drums Bells Plucked  Strings Wind instruments  
Bongos alto  
Bongos medium 
Bongos bass 
Bass drum 
Tambourine 
Tambourine piccollo 
Timpani  
Gong in A 
Tam-tam 
Castanets 
Crotales 
Marimbaphone 
Vibraphone  
Cymbals 
 
Church bells 
Chime bells 
Cimbalom 
Harp 
 
Viola 
Violoncello 
Doublebass 
Shofar 
Flute, Piccolo 
 Oboe,  
English horn  
Clarinet  
Bass Clarinet  
2 Bassoons 
2 Horns,  
2 Trumpets 
2 Trombones 
 
The omission of violins resulted from the practical limitations of the pit in the hall where 
the premiere took place.
61
 Eben augments the percussion section of a traditional orchestra 
by adding instruments (tamburino piccolo and castanets) not often found in typical 
symphony orchestras.  
He also specifically includes the Shofar,
62
 an ancient Jewish religious trumpet that 
only plays at the dramatic climax. The Shofar‘s presence in the scoring is symbolic of the 
Jewish people, who used it to summon the community to worship and awaken their 
spiritual consciousness.  
Another religious symbol Eben brings to the score is church bells, which he 
identifies with Christian processions and religious ceremonies. Like the Shofar, these 
                                                 
61 Petr Eben, Premiere brochure.  
62 The Shofar (ram‘s horn) has no mouthpiece, it comes in various sizes which determine the pitch of the 
instrument; pictures of it have been found on ancient coins and wall-carvings. In earliest Biblical days it 
sounded as an alarm to gather troops or to frighten the enemy. At times it was said that it has magical 
power. Today, it is still used in Israel to announce the beginning of the Sabbath. The Shofar is most 
frequently associated with the Jewish New Year (Rosh Hashanah), or what is called Yom Teruah, the Day 
of the Shofar Call. The instrument is limited to melodic intervals at the lowest end of the overtone series, 
and has an inexact pitch and eerie, piercing sound (Judith Eisenstein, Heritage of Music: The Music of 
Jewish People [Wyncote, PA: The Reconstructionist Press, 1990], pp. 44-45). Leonard Bernstein used the 
Shofar in West Side Story, where it became a unique and symbolic sonority.  
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bells summon congregation and clergy, announce the beginning and end of services, 
bewail death, and proclaim feasts and peace. Eben limits his use of bells to the 
introduction and epilogue of the work. By using both Shofar and bells, Eben creates 
timbral parallels and sends a message that evil strikes people of all religions, races and 
times.   
Despite the large orchestra, and the sizeable percussion group, Eben‘s 
orchestration is transparent. Rarely does he use all instruments at the same time. In 
addition, he achieves clarity of sound by separating the instruments into groups according 
to register, high and low. Generally speaking, the high woodwinds play improvisatory 
passages and airy arpeggios, while the brass either doubles the choir or plays fanfares. 
Eben depicts chaos at RN 25, at the mid point of the ―curses,‖ by employing the aleatory 
technique he had used since the 1960s. Eben‘s handling of the percussions varies 
according to the character of the music; the fact that the percussions never overpower the 
choir in the third movement lends further credence to my belief that Eben conceived the 
separate movements as a whole from the outset. 
Conclusion 
The textual collage and careful construction of the libretto underscore the 
significant role that literary sources play in Eben‘s creative process. Further evidence of 
the libretto‘s significance as a medium for the transmission of ideas is the fact that he 
structures the composition‘s formal design to match the text. The design is neither 
elaborate nor complex, but practical in the ease with which it unfolds. His notion of 
deconstructing the full scoring of the last movement into free-standing, self-sufficient 
movements is also practical. Similarly, his careful selection of performing forces and 
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masterful variety of scoring give evidence of a rich imagination. Each of the features of 
the ballet discussed in this chapter—libretto, form and performing forces—further a 
collection of symbols that Eben uses to add enigmatic depth to the layers of his 
composition.  
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CHAPTER 9 
CURSES AND BLESSINGS: MUSICAL THEMATICISM—A SYMBOL OF 
UNITY AND CONTRAST 
 
The organization of the thematic material of the ballet is as complex as the libretto 
and formal design discussed in the previous chapter. Because Eben uses various 
techniques in this composition, my analytical approach will apply tonal, modal and pitch-
class set analysis methods to explore the work‘s features. Each of the thematic segments 
demands its own approach, but their organization displays a fundamental unity. Allen 
Forte‘s pitch-class set analytical system reveals the method behind this unity.  
The Symbolism 
Knowing Eben‘s rich inventiveness and gift for melody the first question which 
arises in regard to this particular composition is: what is the thematic material, and how 
does one define it? Analyzing the composition has enabled me to identify the main 
thematic material, or those parts of it that have implications for the development of the 
composition; there are also other episodic and transitional themes and motives that share 
some intervallic characteristics with the main themes but which do not have a long-term 
presence in the score.  
In the following analysis I identify the main thematic material in both choral and 
instrumental movements, and explain the connection between the themes in the 
kaleidoscopic organization of the composition. I argue that each theme carries a specific 
symbolism encoded in its melodic intervals, but also that the intervals of the tritone, 
semitone, and perfect fourth and fifth, being the motto, are the intervallic and melodic 
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markers and the unifying concept behind all the various themes and characters of the 
composition.  
Eben builds the ballet on four themes which I characterize as follows. The motto 
theme includes the motto cell, an intervallic seed which reappears throughout the whole 
work. The sarcasm theme is closely related to the motto theme and is played by orchestra. 
The blessing theme, even though active through the work, is unrecognizable until RN 33 
when it sounds in unison a cappella as a symbol of spiritualism and purity. The love 
theme is the most powerful, with four statements. 
The Motto Cell and the Motto Theme  
Within the first measures of the introduction, Eben establishes the thematic and 
harmonic characteristics of the ballet through its intervallic kernel—the motto cell [0, 1, 
5, 6] — which forms the opening segment of the motto theme. I tag the kernel as the 
motto cell because it occurs mostly in the first and second parts of the text concerning the 
―material blessings‖ and curses, and even within the spiritual blessings section, the motto 
cell carries the text ―be damned,‖ showing that it represents curses and evil. The ballet‘s 
opening is a tritone (Db-G [06]) in the gong, along with a pedal F in the trombone. This 
alternating tritone, being the harmonic ostinato of the 33-measure introduction, sets up 
harmonic expectations. At its second appearance, the tritone is a part of the motto cell 
from the motto theme. The full four-note pitch-class [PC] set [E-F-A-Bb] or IC set [0, 1, 
5, 6] of the motto cell sounds first in the male voices. We shall see that this cell plays a 
fundamental role in the ballet. The melodic/harmonic unit of minor seconds, the tritone, 
and perfect
 
fifths (inverted as perfect fourths) is significant in the harmonic organization 
and motivic development of the whole ballet. Eben uses numerous variants of this PC set 
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to create unity throughout the composition. The following example demonstrates the 
motto cell unit and some of its variants. 
Example 9.1: Curses and Blessings, PC Set [0156] and its Variants 
    
The harmonic language derived from the vertical use of the motto cell and its 
permutations will be discussed in more detail in chapter ten; here only an illustration of 
the simultaneous use of the pitch collection of the motto cell is provided. 
Example 9.2: Curses and Blessings, PC Set Vertical Forms 
 
Eben expands the four-note PC set into two groups of three semitones separated 
by a perfect fourth, F-E-Eb-Bb-A-Ab, to form the motto theme. Looking at the pitch 
collection of the motto theme one finds that there are two interlocking motto cells, 
descending ([F-E-Bb-A]) and ascending ([Ab-A-Eb-E]). Put differently, the motto theme 
is a non-retrograde pitch set [Eb-E-F-Ab-A-Bb].  
Eben shapes the vocal motto theme into a period of three similar sentences, each 
one eleven measures in length, to form the ballet‘s introduction (measures 1-33). The first 
sentence is sung in unison by the tenors. In the second sentence, the motto theme sounds 
in parallel fourths, with alto voices singing a perfect fourth above the tenors. In the third 
sentence, Eben adds a perfect fourth below the tenor and doubles the parallel fourths an 
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octave higher in the female voices to produce SATB rich-sounding, simultaneous perfect 
consonances of fourths, fifth and octaves.  
Example 9.3: Curses and Blessings, Introduction  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
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Example 9.3 continued  
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I was surprised to discover that Eben borrowed the intervallic kernel for this 
motto theme from his composition for male choir Epitaph, written twenty-five years 
earlier in 1957.
1
 It is not clear to me why Eben reused the theme; was it an intentional 
decision, or was it purely an unconscious matter? The composer set the Epitaph to text by 
Naso. The elegy, which is the poet‘s epitaph, expresses his hope that his ashes will be 
buried near the city where he lived. Eben selects for his composition only the lines which 
the poet wanted carved on his gravestone (I, who lie here, with tender loves ones played, 
Naso the bard whose life his wit betrayed. Grudle not, o lovers, aw thou passest by, a 
prayer: ―Soft may the bones of Naso lie‖),2 plus the line that follows them which reads: 
―That suffices for an epitaph.‖ 
Example 9.4: Eben: Epitaph, Beginning, mm. 1-5  
© 2000 Edition Ferrimontana. Reprinted by permission.  
 
 
                                                 
1 Petr Eben, Epitaph (Frankfurt: Edition Ferrimontana, 2000), text by Publius Ovidius Naso, Tristia: Liber 
tertius. 
2 Ovid, Tristia; Ex Ponto. With an English translation by Arthur Lesie Wheeler. The Loeb Classical Library 
(London: William Heinemann; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, l959), book 3.3: 73-76, p. 115.  
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Example 9.4 continued 
  
Certainly, Naso‘s text refers to curses as well, so maybe it provoked the same 
intonational gesture. Epitaph opens with a five-measure theme that starts with an upbeat 
in the basses. Eben concludes Epitaph with the reprise of the theme, now augmented to 
fifteen measures and sung by tenors while the basses chant previously heard text. As we 
will see, Eben uses a similar method in the epilogue of the ballet; the motto theme returns 
together with previously heard material. 
Even more surprising is the fact that the descending PC set F-E-Bb [0, 1, 6] 
appears in Eben‘s cycle of female choruses Řecký slovník (Greek Dictionary, 1974). The 
first piece, ―Megalofrosyne‖ (―Pride‖), opens with a descending melodic gesture in the 
harp [F-E-Bb] (m. 1). It is then sung by alto voices (mm. 4-6) on the word 
―megalofrosyne.‖ The six-measure ostinato in the harp (mm. 6-11) reinforces the same 
gesture before resolving on Ab, the final pitch of the four-note IC set [0, 1, 4, 6] in m. 12. 
In comparison, in the ballet the same descending three-note group appears on the text 
―tan charin‖ (blessing) but resolves to A natural, shaping the motto cell. Similarly to 
Epitaph, the conclusion of ―Megalofrosyne‖ brings a return of the three-pitch set in the 
alto voices (mm. 26-29), while the opening measure in the harp is repeated, resolving 
with the concluding open fifth [Bb-F]. 
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Example 9.5: Eben: Řecký Slovník (Greek Dictionary), ―Megalofrosyne,‖ mm. 1-13  
© 1978 Edition Supraphon Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter Praha, Ltd., Prague. 
 
 
Apparently, the descending gesture F-E-Bb [0, 1, 6], which includes a tritone, holds an 
important meaning for Eben; the observation of it in these three compositions leads to the 
conclusion that the composer relates it either to the antiquity which Latin and Greek 
languages represent, or that it is a reference to, and description of, certain emotions.  
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The motto theme frames the ballet. The epilogue (RN 42-43) is only twelve 
measures long (compared to the 33 mm. of the introduction) and twice presents the motto 
theme for the last time. These two motto theme statements appear in reverse order 
compared to the introduction—first the parallel fourths doubled in octaves in the mixed 
choir, and then unison in the male voices. Now the motto theme starts on G, a full step 
higher than in the introduction. Its first statement sounds in parallel perfect fourths, not 
just in the male voices as at the ballet‘s opening, but in soprano, alto, and tenor divisi 
voices, while the basses chant reminiscences from Enki and Ninchursag to a D pedal. The 
second sentence (RN 43) presents the motto theme in unison male voices while the 
whispering chant shifts to the female voices, with a B pedal unison clearly diminishing in 
power. The whispering soprano, alto, and tenor voices conclude the ballet, with the 
basses holding the final C pedal. The same major seventh interval [C-B] that opens 
Apologia Sokratus sounds at the conclusion of Curses and Blessings. At the core of all 
music theory, the pitch C is a symbol that Eben uses in the manner of Bach‘s St Matthew 
Passion,
3
 to conclude his narrative and demonstrate his optimism about the triumph of 
good.  
The initial descending direction of the motto cell from the motto theme illustrates 
Eben‘s intentions about its symbolism, meaning, and function for the ballet: it is to 
represent the ―bad force.‖ The composer uses a variety of methods, from simple 
repetition to PC set permutations, in order to interweave the kernel throughout the 
composition; thus, the motto cell becomes the intervallic fingerprint of the ballet. The 
tritone of the motto theme is often colored by word painting. For instance, Eben sets 
                                                 
3 Chafe states that Bach ―makes complex but consistent use of tonal allegories to articulate the various 
characters of the Passion events.‖ Eric Chafe, Tonal Allegory in Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991), p. 422. 
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―blood, blood‖ as a melodic tritone in m. 78 (RN 10), where it is sung by sopranos and 
altos in parallel perfect fourths. The composer confesses:  
I remember a text: ―Hate! Nothing but hate. We should love each other 
very much, so that next to each hater there is a lover who embraces him.”  
This quotation is actually the Leitmotiv, the Motto of the whole ballet….‖4 
This statement explains the main idea behind the intervallic structure of the kernel. The 
two interlocking perfect fifths surrounding the tritone demonstrate Eben‘s statement in 
musical terms, as he turns the motto cell to show ―love but not hate‖ creating the love 
theme. 
Motto-Derived Thematic Material: The Sarcasm Theme  
At RN 20 Eben introduces new material in the orchestra, the six-measure sarcasm 
theme. It sounds in the second and third movements of the ballet. It occurs four times, at 
RN 20-21 and 23-24, and is very close to the motto theme in terms of pitch and intervallic 
content. It begins with IC set [0, 5, 6], of which the pitches E-A-Bb are the second, third, 
and fourth pitches of the motto cell; arguably, Eben transforms the descending motto cell 
[F-E-Bb-A] by adding to it an E an octave lower; then, he uses it in retrograde in 
ascending motion ([E-A-Bb]) to create the ridicule of the sarcasm theme. This theme is 
built on permutations of the motto cell. Thus, the descending gesture in m. 144, and the 
embellishments in mm. 145-146 and theme‘s ending F-C-B in m. 147, are clearly derived 
from C-B-F-E [0, 1, 5, 6], a transposition of the motto cell.  
                                                 
4 Eben, quoted in premiere brochure.  
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Example 9.6a: Curses and Blessings, Sarcasm Theme, Beginning and Ending Cells  
              
Eben combines all the permutations of the motto cell into a single theme sounding as 
follows: 
Example 9.6b: Curses and Blessings, Motto Derived Sarcasm Theme, RN 20, mm. 142-
147  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
    
 
 
 
The chromatic sarcasm theme sounds four times in different registers and instruments—
the first and third times it is scored in the high register of the flute, oboe, and clarinet (RN 
20, RN 23); the second time it appears in the low register of the strings, bassoon and horn 
(RN 21); and finally it sounds in three octaves in trombone, viola, and cello (RN 24). 
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The Blessing Theme 
The unison blessing theme begins in RN 33. One can speculate that Eben uses an 
additional symbolism here, as 33 was Jesus‘ age at the time of his crucifixion. It is 
apparent that the choreographers also picked on this idea, staging references to the 
crucifixion (this will be discussed in chapter 11).  
Much is said by Eben scholars about his quotations of and references to Gregorian 
chant.
5
 Here one finds another instance of this technique. The blessing theme is set to 
Matthew‘s ―Benefacite his, qui oderunt vos‖ (Bless them that curse you). It is a subtle 
musical reference to the second part of the Gregorian antiphon ―Ubi caritas‖ sung on 
Maundy Thursday. However, Eben‘s blessing theme is in G Mixolydian, while the chant, 
as printed in the Liber Usualis,
6
 appears in mode 6—F Hypo-Lydian.  
Example 9.7: Liber Usualis, Antiphon ―Ubi Caritas‖  
               
                                                 
5 Fishell, Landgren, Daubner, and others discuss the usage of plain chant either in direct quotation or as 
veiled.  
6 Liber Usualis (Tournai: Desclée & Co, 1961), pp. 675-676. 
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Example 9.8: Curses and Blessings, Blessing Theme, First Phrase, mm. 237-239 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
  
 
The blessing theme, scored for unison baritones in pp, begins with an upbeat and is only 
two measures in length (mm. 238-239). This theme plays a vivid role as contrasting 
material throughout the work but it is not identifiable before this unison appearance at the 
beginning of the ―spiritual blessings‖ section. Eben extends the blessing theme to a 
period, adding to it two more musical sentences (mm. 237-251), followed by a 
modulating transition. 
That ―Ubi caritas‖ represents purity and universality for Eben is evident from the 
composer‘s own words as recorded by Johannes Landgren. 
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est. (Where charity and love are found, there 
is God.) This, for me, is the very kernel of all religion, an absolute 
criterion that makes it impossible to associate God with any religion that 
does not accept that His presence can also be found among the heretics.
7
 
 
Eben‘s libretto plan confirms that he had decided to use ―Ubi caritas‖ as a symbol of all 
spirituality long before he created the whole work. The two phrases of the blessing 
episode (following the unison), set in a chorale-like texture, are interrupted by the 
interpolations of the curses in stretto. Again, one may suspect that here Eben makes 
reference to the three benedictions found at the end of the Christian worship service.  
                                                 
7 Johannes Landgren, Music, Moment, Message: Interpretive, Improvisational, and Ideological Aspects of 
Petr Eben’s Organ Works (Göteborg: Göteborg University, 1997), p. 26.  
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Example 9.9a: Curses and Blessings, Blessing Theme, Second Phrase, mm. 243-246  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Eben extends the second ―blessing‖ phrase to four measures (mm. 243-246), replacing 
the unison with a four-part harmonization. The third phrase (mm. 250-259) is more 
complex; its first two measures, set in a chorale-like texture, resemble the chant‘s 
opening phrase; here, the harmonization is reminiscent of an Orthodox chant, clearly a 
reference to Yesenin‘s accompanying text and Russian nationality. The following eight 
additional measures modulate to Eb major. It is significant to note that thus far, the 
blessing theme exists only in the vocal parts and is not doubled by instruments. This 
emulates Orthodox Church singing which is only a cappella. The second, orchestral 
movement does not include the blessing theme. Two measures of silence mark the 
absence of the unison blessings theme from the second movement, while descending 
chordal progressions sound in the second and third phrases. At RN 35, the strings double 
the transitional, modulatory episode.  
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Example 9.9b: Curses and Blessings, Blessing Theme, Third Phrase, mm. 250-259  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
// // 
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Example 9.9b continued 
 
As stated above, the blessing theme sounds much earlier in the work but is 
unrecognizable; Eben infused it with evil meaning by changing its IC set from [0, 2, 4] to 
various other forms. As noted already, Deuteronomy
8
 and Genesis, a textual subgroup 
from the ―material blessings‖ texts, is unified by imitation. The voices imitate in pairs—
soprano/alto and tenor/bass. It is relatively easy to see the connection with the blessing 
theme, given the melodic shape. The musical phrase is restricted in terms of range, again 
locking in the tritone (C#-G for the soprano and tenor voices and B-F for the alto and 
bass voices). The melodic voices circle around three pitches, C#-D-E, and extend to F-G-
F on the words ―Deus‖ and ―Dominus,‖ which is an example of word painting, 
demonstrating the importance of these words by higher pitches. In addition, the arch 
                                                 
8 The excerpt is from Ch. 28, vs. 4, which in the original book is a series of blessings and curses relating to 
the keeping of the law, religious, criminal, and civil, a body of commandments received by Moses on 
Mount Sinai and presented in the previous chapters 12-26.  
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shape [F-G-F] of both words is a ―dome-like‖ musical symbolism. Equally important for 
all religious architectures, the dome is a symbol of God‘s house—the Heavens (i.e., the 
Sky dome).
9
 Continuity is represented by the canon between female and male voices 
singing half a beat apart. One can speculate that this canon represents an eternal 
conversation between humankind and God. Similarly to the blessing theme, this modified 
theme appears only in the choir, heard in movements one and three.  
Example 9.10: Curses and Blessings, Modified Blessing Theme, mm. 53-62  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
        
   
  
                                                 
9 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. from the Spanish by Jack Sage (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1962), pp. 16-18.  
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Example 9.10: continued 
   
 
Transitional Thematicism 
Eben employs a new musical idea at RN 36. The composer‘s philosophy against 
revenge is evident in the text; symbolically, he declares his belief in uniting people by 
employing a powerful choral unison doubled by wind instruments. In the first phrase 
(mm. 260-265) the octaves of sopranos, altos, and tenors are doubled by flutes, clarinets, 
and bassoon. In the unfinished second phrase (mm. 266-268), Eben adds the basses.  
Example 9.11: Curses and Blessings, Transition Material, RN 36, mm. 260-265 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Despite the angular shape of the opening passage of the above example, the 
intervals of a perfect fourth and fifth dominate. The pitch collection features a full 
chromatic scale, but Gb, Ab, and Db are given longer note values. The melodic phrase 
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starts on Eb, and is repeated number of times. The episode tends to sound in Eb Dorian 
mode, especially through its emphasized Db, which in Eb Dorian is the seventh degree, 
and occasional Dorian sixth degree C. The episode connects the blessing and love themes. 
The Love Theme  
The concluding love theme is developed between measures 269 and 310 (RN 37-
41). It celebrates love and peace using texts by Aeschylus and Maerlant. The love theme 
is the soft, but longer climax of the ballet. The theme resembles Gregorian chant in its 
slower pace and stepwise motion. Set in Dorian mode, the love theme contrasts with the 
chromatic writing found elsewhere in the composition. Despite the fact that Eben uses 
both diatonic and altered third and seventh degrees, the opening three notes [Db-Eb-Fb] 
and the strong diatonic seventh scale degree held for a whole measure (m. 271) 
convincingly establish the mode as Dorian.  
The love theme is an episode of two periods, each comprising two phrases. The 
episode repeats twice and its periods are respectively in Db and D Dorian. Each two-
period group includes the final textual segment (the texts by Aeschylus and Maerlant); 
thus it is repeated twice, which demonstrates its importance for Eben. The main 
intervallic kernel of the love theme is heard in each phrase, for a total of four times. The 
repetitions are not literal, but vary in rhythm and length. Thus the first episode is 14+10 
measures, while the second is 14+4 measures long. Despite the small melodic range of 
the love theme, again a tritone, its main characteristic is stepwise motion, as the only 
large interval is a descending fourth. The love theme‘s setting in the female voices, 
creating parallel perfect fourths, fifths, and octaves, comes as a contrast to the tritone 
leaps that dominate the majority of the composition. These perfect intervals, perceived as 
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consonance and harmony, symbolize purity and unity as a musical corollary to the love 
and peace text.  
Example 9.12: Curses and Blessings, Love theme, mm. 269-282  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
 
 
The love theme consists of two layers: a melody in the female voices and a drone 
in the male voices. Soprano I and alto carry the melodic line in parallel octaves, while 
soprano II adds a fifth above the alto, singing in parallel motion. The tenor and bass sing 
the reciting tone doubled in octaves, and the baritone carries the mode‘s final tone 
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(finalis) in the middle. They sustain the pedal throughout the phrase and only in mm. 
280-282 does the tenor move one step higher (to Bb) to create dissonance and facilitate 
the modulation to the next phrase in D Dorian. The influence of medieval organum is 
evident in the parallel motion of fourths, fifths, and octaves. The choir is doubled either 
by brass or woodwind instruments; thus, the love theme sounds in each of the ballet‘s 
movements.  
While completely different from the motto theme in character, the love theme is 
constructed in similar fashion. It starts with a stepwise ascent (Db-Eb-Fb) that softens the 
descending perfect fourth F-C and the following minor second C-B. An arrangement of 
the pitch set in normal order from the period in D Dorian (C-C#-D-E-F-F#) also reveals 
symmetry, with the major second surrounded by minor seconds and the set displaying 
two interlocking perfect fourths. This provides evidence that Eben was intentionally 
looking for a symmetrical pattern containing the small intervals indicative of the love 
theme‘s softness and calm.  
A comparison of both the motto and love themes’ pitch sets, placed in normal 
order (within a single octave), demonstrates a stunning similarity in their construction, 
another way for Eben to emphasize that for each hater there should be a lover to embrace 
him. He foregrounds this idea not just through the libretto but also by his manipulation of 
the musical material. Thus, he expands the normal order of the motto cell (E-F-A-Bb [0, 
1, 5, 6]) to create the love cell (C-C#-D-E-F-F# as [0, 1, 2, 4, 5, 6]) by which he 
encompasses the motto cell within the framework of the love theme material. By 
alternating the phrase between D and Db Dorian he brings an additional textual emphasis. 
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The fact that the distance between the lowest and highest pitches of the love theme cell is 
also a tritone supports the claim that both themes are unified intervallically.  
Example 9.13: Comparison of Motto Cell and Love Theme Cell in Normal Order 
 
 Both cells are non-retrograde sets having minor seconds on both sides. The only 
difference, something which creates such an impact on the character of each theme, is the 
inner interval in each cell. This comparison provides evidence that the initial method of 
construction for both themes was the same, and that Eben searched for a different 
character within the manipulations of each cell. 
Each of the two periods of the love theme includes two musical phrases; one is 
linked to the love text, the other to the peace text. The first period‘s love phrase is 14 
measures (6+8); its love text (mm. 269-282) is in Db Dorian, presented mp and mf (6+8 
mm); the peace  text phrase is 10 measures (3+3+4), set in D Dorian (mm. 283-292), 
poco f. Its (3+3) measures are the same (repeated) and the following four measures are 
transitional and modulating. The second period‘s love text (mm. 293-306) is again in Db 
Dorian mf (6+8) and equates in length to the love text from the first period. The following 
peace text (mm. 307-310) is in D Dorian f (2+2 mm.), set in a twice repeated melodic 
formula but in different meters. That, for Eben, from love comes peace is evident from 
the above discussed tonal scheme, demonstrated by the alternation of Db Dorian for love 
and D Dorian for peace as the dynamic level increases gradually from mp towards poco f. 
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The repetition of the text in both periods creates the four blessings of love and peace, 
which effectively neutralize an equal number of ―damnation sonorities.‖  
Conclusion 
The ballet‘s central conflict is the ageless battle between good and evil. The two 
sides of the conflict are presented by musical subjects—the motto theme and sarcasm 
theme as representations of evil, and the blessing theme and love theme as symbols of 
goodness. The multiple motto cell variants throughout the ballet parallel the many faces 
of evil surrounding us. Eben gives the orchestra autonomy by supplying it with the motto-
related but unique sarcasm theme. The last movement unites all presentations of good 
and evil in the two worlds as seen by Eben: humankind represented by the choir, and the 
supernatural world symbolized by the orchestra.  
The modality of the blessing theme seeks a harmonious settlement of the battle. It 
has unique features and contrasts with the motto in many respects: it has a soft character 
and is performed first in unison and then developed in a chorale-like fashion, but is also 
related to the motto cell by its intervallic organization and content. The love theme 
concludes the composition. Its function in the ballet parallels the ―Dona nobis pacem‖ in 
a mass setting. The epilogue‘s motto theme demonstrates that the battle never ends but 
also reflects the composer‘s optimistic nature, as the epilogue is less aggressive and 
diminishes in energy.  
Analysis demonstrates the high level of unity between the themes, something 
which secures the compositional coherence of the work. Using different manipulations of 
intervallic sets Eben establishes the perfect consonances as symbols of blessing, love, and 
peace. The tritone, known as the ―devil in music,‖ is reserved for the curses. This general 
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concept plays a fundamental role in the intervallic organization of the whole composition. 
We will see in the next chapter that it is extended into the harmonic language of the ballet 
as well. Eben‘s summary of the characteristics of the melodic themes is brief: 
The big difference is: the turbulent unrest of the curse and the life-bringing 
peace of the blessing. This peace is the conclusion of my composition.
10
 
 
 
 
  
 
                                                 
10 Eben, quoted in premiere brochure, translated from Dutch by Raymond Landgewen. 
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CHAPTER 10 
CURSES AND BLESSINGS: DANCING “THE EVIL”—AN ANALYTICAL 
EXPOSÉ  
 
The complexity of the libretto of Curses and Blessings affected Eben‘s 
composition most obviously in his use of multiple layers to represent the contrasting 
characters of the text. In typical fashion, Eben integrates linear and vertical sonorities, 
various textures and rhythmic patterns to produce simultaneous unity and contrast. This 
chapter seeks an answer to the question, ―what holds the composition together?‖  
In general, Eben‘s texture can be described as contrapuntal; the vocal and 
instrumental layers have a predominantly continuous linear character and are equally 
important, which reveals once again that the movement was composed such that it could 
be disassembled into additional movements, one choral and one instrumental. However, 
instances of harmonic sonorities are not absent as they create contrast or harmonic accent. 
Eben uses two types of texture: a linearly unfolding voice/part/group array with a 
contrasting harmonic accompaniment, or, more often, a linear unit accompanied by one 
or more additional linear strata whose simultaneous layering results in complex vertical 
sonorities. In addition, they contrast in timbre, register and rhythm. All elements point to 
a union of contrasts—curses and blessings, good and bad—that coexist together.   
The sonic language of the ballet is significantly denser, more complex and 
sophisticated than that of Apologia Sokratus. I argue that the intervallic/melodic/ 
harmonic characteristics of the work emerge from the motto cell and its permutations. 
This intervallic unit marks the ballet‘s non-tertian sonorities and melodic formulas which 
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symbolize the curses texts as opposed to the polytonality and modality illustrating the 
blessings texts. The predominantly linear writing and the diverse compositional devices 
set in textural layers amplify the conflict, making the contrast to the modal ―dance of 
blessings‖ even more striking.   
The Motto Cell: A Melodico/Harmonic Kernel  
The strongest feature of the ballet is its sonoric unity based on the 
melodico/harmonic structural element, the non-retrograde motto cell [F-E-Bb-A], an IC 
set [0, 1, 5, 6]. The two semitones [F-E, Bb-A], the two interlocking, overlapping perfect 
fourths/fifths [F-Bb, E-A] and a tritone [Bb-E] of the motto cell function in two ways: 
juxtaposed to each other, they create a harmonic conflict present throughout the ballet, 
but they also generate its melodic unity. Played simultaneously in normal order, the set 
members create a vertical sonority bounded by a tritone; thus, the set‘s inversions and 
permutations add variety while the tritone plays a significant and continuous role in the 
intervallic structure of the piece.  
Melodic/Harmonic Application of the Motto Cell  
At RN 19 Eben sets simultaneous melodic and harmonic tritones in all layers. The 
melodic layer is carried by the parallel motion of the alto‘s PC set ([Bb, A, Eb, D, C#]) 
and tenor‘s PC set ([A, Ab, G, Db, B]) (mm. 133-141), both concealed. The normal order 
of both sets is embraced by a tritone (A-Eb and G-Db). The melodic material bears 
similarities with both the motto theme and the blessing theme, here distorted, to which 
soprano voices add tritone exclamations in the high register (Example 10.1).   
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Example 10.1: Curses and Blessings, Melodic/Harmonic Tritone Applications, mm. 133-
136  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 281 
The harmonic support in the orchestra utilizes the tritone in the repetitive descending bass 
line A-G-Eb (mm. 133-137). The vertical tritones on upbeats in the woodwinds and 
strings expand to include more of the motto cell intervals layered in linear fashion (mm. 
139-141).  
Transformation: The Aleatoric Properties 
The dense aleatoric texture at RN 25 (mm. 171-177) is unified by multiple 
applications of the motto cell [0156] already associated with damnations and curses 
(Example 10.2). Its various transpositions and permutations reflect on the text ―Ay, let 
her rot, perish and be damned.‖ Two contrasting textural layers sound together in the 
episode. First, the partial and transposed motto cell [Gb-F-B] [016], scored as a quartal 
chord, is the harmonic pedal, varied in rhythm and sustained in the female voices for 
seven measures, to which the unison male voices add a contrasting melodic line shaped 
by various melodic cell units ([0236], [04654] and [0236]). 
 The orchestra‘s aleatoric patterns also mostly outline a tritone. Thus, the clarinets‘ 
pitch collection ([D-Eb-E-F-Ab] as [01236]) is based on a fragment of the transposed 
motto cell (Eb-D-Ab [016]) outlining D-Ab in normal order. It also appears partially in 
the first and second violas (D-Eb-E-F [0123]), while the double-bass expands on it with 
an additional tritone ([Ab-Bb-B-C-D]). The third viola offers different pitch content (F#-
E-B), while the fourth viola‘s aleatoric pattern ([E#-F#-B]) is another transposition of the 
motto cell ([016]). Eben achieves the episode‘s unity by using melodic and harmonic 
patterns (outlining a tritone) based on the motto cell and aleatoric technique. This whole 
episode is built upon ten pitches of the chromatic scale, as Eben saves the very special G 
to start the blessing theme, and then Db to begin the love theme. Thus, he opposes the 
 282 
good ―devotion tritone‖ G-Db (the last two pitches of the chromatic set) to the 
―damnation tritone‖ (Example 10.2) D-Ab, which is extensively repeated in the aleatoric 
episode and sounds later very prominently in RN 30-32. 
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Example 10.2: Curses and Blessings, RN 25, Aleatoric Properties 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
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Example 10:2 continued 
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Fragmentation: The “Damnation Tritones”  
Eben sets the tritone A-Eb and quartal/quintal sonorities derived from the motto 
cell in various successive textural combinations which play a vivid role in the climactic 
episode between RN 30 and 32 (mm. 215-237) and are an excellent argument for the 
dominant role played by the intervallic organization and non-tertian harmony throughout 
the ballet. Here, the opposition of the two tritones (A-Eb, D-Ab) is enhanced by the 
contrasting textures symbolizing evil and good. The first three phrases start with the text 
―arur atta‖ (―be damned‖), and the fourth concludes with the additional damnation 
―despair and die.‖ These tutti ―damnations‖ are presented in syncopated figures and 
feature the descending melodic tritone A-Eb [0, 6] set in parallel fifths in multiple 
octaves. They function like a I-V harmonic progression, but here we encounter an 
alternative variant of it as I-V°, which inevitably carries more tension. The omitted thirds 
from the ―damnation‖ sonorities create harmonic ambiguity and sharpen the vocal color 
(Example 10.3).  
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Example 10.3: Curses and Blessings, ―Damnation Tritones‖ RN 30, mm. 215  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reprinted by permission. 
 
 
 
While the episode is unified by the exclusive use of the tritone, the contrast comes 
from the alternation of the two tritones and their different textures, timbres, and rhythms, 
and eventually their applied symbolism. Thus, each of the three choral, syncopated, 
descending ―damnation tritones‖ ([A-Eb], mm. 215, 217, 223) is followed by the Shofar‘s 
ascending tritone call (D-Ab [0, 6]) over a pedal (Example 10.4). Placed concurrently in 
pitch order, both tritones interlock in the unit D-Eb-Ab-A which, together with its PC set 
inversion (Ab-A-D-Eb) results in the IC set [0, 1, 6, 7]. This is a cell of a new character, a 
symbolic curse-blessing cell that incorporates two tritones and two perfect intervals or 
put differently, one that comprises a perfect fifth which embraces the tritones and a 
perfect fourth. This melodic formula represents Eben‘s argument that each hater needs to 
be embraced by a lover (cited in p. 263). 
 287 
Example 10:4. Curses and Blessings, Shofar Tritone Calls, RN 30-31 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
Eben pairs the Shofar‘s tritone call with vocal aleatoric patterns to intensify the 
symbolic contrast. Thus, the PC set Eb-F-Gb-A [0236], associated with ―evil‖ and 
already heard in RN 26-27, sounds in the alto and tenor on the text ―in daytime and at 
night‖ (m. 216). Also, the last tritone aleatoric pattern (C-D#-E-F# [0, 3, 4, 6]) in the 
soprano divisi (m. 224) illustrates ―going out and coming in.‖ An ascending C-E-F# 
followed by a descending D# in the high register adds timbral and registral contrast.  
The fourth damnation phrase ―Despair and die!‖ explodes in measure 230 (RN 
32); its four measures are a numerological sybol of the four damnations. Here, Eben 
layers successive sets of tritones in stretto. The complex rhythmic appearances of the 
tritone (mm. 231-233), enhanced by its various starting pitches (D, E, C, B) in the 
soprano, alto, tenor, and baritone voices and the instruments symbolize the damnations 
that overwhelm everyone as the cursing phrases ―Arur ata,‖ ―Sois maudit‖ and ―Malditas 
sean‖ are repeated multiple times. In addition, the second tenor and bass (doubled by the 
timpani, cello, and doublebass) sing the text ―Elokim lo jimchallecha leo lam‖ (May God 
never forgive him) in a pedal alternating F# and G [01] in contrast with the multiple fiery 
damnations. In this polytextual episode, phrases in three different languages, Spanish, 
French and Hebrew, reappear combined (Example 10.5) 
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Example 10.5: Curses and Blessings, Tritone Stretto and Secundal Pedal, mm. 230-233  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
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The climax episode (RN 30-32) is unified by a high concentration of layered 
melodic tritones and minor seconds, all being part of the motto cell. As noted above, two 
tritones Eb-A and G-Db represent respectively, evil and good, and create the conflict in 
the climactic episode of RN 30-32. In the best normal order (Db-Eb-G-A) the pitches of 
evil and good alternate. Set in succession, both tritones overlap; thus, Eben symbolically 
demonstrates the dualism of their coexistence. 
Fragmentation: The Motto Cell—a Melodic Material for Transition 
The transitions between different textures and melodic episodes are also derived 
from the motto cell. The transition (mm. 225-229) to the final fourth damnation phrase is 
marked by a descending embellished motto cell starting on G. The ensuing pedal, 
alternating F#-G [01] in the bass voices, cello and doublebass (mm. 228-229), connects 
the cell to the last damnation phrase as the gesture expands into the higher register. A 
similar approach is evident in the next transition (mm. 234-236), where multiple 
rhythmically and melodically embellished variants of the motto cell descend from the 
upper to the lower register. Eben repeats this same transition later (mm. 247-249), 
retaining the embellished, retrograde, and mirrored permutations and fragments of the 
motto cell (Example 10.6).  
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Example 10.6: Curses and Blessings, Motto Cell Transition, mm. 246-249  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
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Incorporation: The Tritone in Scalar Constructs 
The scalewise vocal passage at RN 3 (doubled in marimba and harp) unites two 
pitch collections,
1
 both outlining a tritone. The scale‘s oriental flavor, due to its 
augmented seconds, is a subtle reference to the origin of the Mesopotamian text ―Enki 
and Ninhursag‖ which the choir sings. The center of this non-retrograde scale is F, as B is 
the starting point of the descending ([B-A#-G-F#-F]) and ascending ([B-C-D#-E-F]) IC 
sets ([01456]), both including a sequence of a semitone, augmented second, and two 
semitones. While the choir sings the two PC sets as separate units, the whole descending 
scale sounds in the marimba in measures 38-41. 
Example 10.7: Curses and Blessings, Non-Retrograde Scale (RN 3) 
 
 
The scale‘s qualities are reflected in its harmonic accompaniment; alternating 
pizzicato parallel perfect fourths (F#-B and F-Bb) in violas and cellos support the first PC 
set of the scale. Its second PC set is accompanied by the alternating harmonic tritone B-F 
and the quartal chord C-F-B. Eben maintains the pitch center B for the episode (mm. 34-
41) by multiple repetitions of the pitch in the choir; B is also sustained as a pedal 
throughout the segment in the alto/tenor voices (mm. 34-37) and alto/bass voices (mm. 
                                                 
1 Eben‘s usage of non-retrograde rhythmic patterns yields similarity to the methods of non-retrogradable 
rhythm and modes of limited Olivier Messiaen, which is not a surprise given that both composers met a few 
times before the 1980s. There is no question that Eben was familiar with Messiaen‘s compositional 
techniques and most likely he read his book Technique de mon language musical (1944). The book is 
available in French at the Czech National library (ed. 1944) and at Charles University library (ed. 1966) in 
Prague. One can argue about the influence of Messiaen over Petr Eben, with this conscious or unconscious 
reference to it. 
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38-41) and enforced by the doublebass. The tritone B-F is outlined as a primary 
melodico/harmonic element of the episode.  
Example 10.8: Curses and Blessings, RN 3 (mm. 34-41) 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
   
The same non-retrograde scale returns with the beginning of the ―curses‖ texts but 
in English horn and bass clarinet (mm. 101-114, RN 14-15). Unlike its first choral 
appearance, set in a very square rhythm, here, the scale is augmented and its rhythmic 
pattern is blurred by many ligatures, resulting in a swinging rhythm. Now, it makes a 
melodic reference to another Mesopotamian myth, ―The Damnation of Akkad,‖ sung by 
the choir simultaneously. 
 293 
Example 10.9: Curses and Blessings, RN 14, Orchestral Non-Retrograde Scale  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
A Dance of Contrasts: Pedal Points and Ostinati  
Eben uses a remnant of tonal harmony—pedal points—to introduce main key 
areas, to set up polytonal episodes, and to support active rhythmic patterns in other 
layers. The pedal points establish important pitch references in the ballet and draw in a 
loose tonal plan: the curses center around F-Bb-B, the damnations around Eb-A, and the 
blessings around G-Db-D. 
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Sustained Pedal vs. Ostinati 
The pedal points of the introduction establish the pitch areas F, Bb, and Eb. Thus, 
the F pedal in the trombone (6 mm.) is followed by a Bb pedal in the male choir (5 mm.), 
conlcuding the first statement of the motto theme; the diaphonic Bb-Eb pedal (5 mm.) in 
the mixed choir concludes the second motto theme entry and resolves to a concluding 
vocal F-Bb pedal also sustained for five measures, following the last choral entry. Two 
layers of ostinato accompany the pedal—the tritone Db-G in the gong, foreshadowing the 
areas of the blessing and love themes, and the perfect fifth F-C in the bells, representing 
the opening and closing pitches of the ballet. Thus, while providing rhythmic activity, the 
ostinati set the harmonic parameters of the ballet.  
In contrast, ostinati in three layers comprise the epilogue (RN 42-43); the most 
prominent is the ostinato in the gong, now a whole tone higher—Eb-A—echoing the 
―damnation tritone.‖ The four-note quartal chordal ostinato in the glockenspiel (mm. 311-
314) is replaced by a motto cell melodic fragment (D-C#-G) in the bells (mm. 315-320). 
Lastly, a rhythmic ostinato on D in the bass voices (mm. 311- 315) migrates to the female 
voices at mm. 315 and tenors at mm. 320, but on B to close the ballet. Thus, the C pedal 
returns only three measures before the end of the work, creating the final secundal 
sonority (C-B) joining the B ostinato (mm. 320-322).  
The pitch areas established by the sustained pedal points over the course of the 
work are as follows: an F pedal opens the introduction (except during the first choral 
movement) and a diaphonic pedal (F-Bb) closes it; a B pedal marks the beginning of the 
―material blessings‖ texts; an Eb pedal followed by D pedal leads to the dramatic 
climactic episode, which sustains Eb pedal points; the diaphonic pedals Db-Ab and D-A 
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alternate in the soft climax of the love theme, and the diaphonic pedal point C-B 
concludes the ballet.    
Pulsating Rhythmic Pedal: A Measure for Stability 
The extensive pulsating pedal point on Eb (mm. 178-206) and then on D (mm. 
207-214) supports the tritone melodic cells of RN 26-29. It provides stability to the three 
similar phrases starting in mm. 178, 182, and 186 in unison, and expanding vertically and 
horizontally to embrace a tritone. 
Example 10.10: Curses and Blessings, Pedal and Short Melodic Germ, mm. 178-181  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague  
 
 
 
A brief countermelody (mm.187-189), set in parallel minor ninths, adds tension to the 
pulsating pedal. The two-voiced motive expands the melodic range to a minor sixth, 
using eight of the twelve chromatic pitches: the cell [D-Eb-G-Ab-A-Bb] in the flute and 
viola solo and the cell [C#-D-F#-G-G#-A] in the flute and cello solo. An octave 
transposition of either cell demonstrates that the intervallic inversion yields an interval 
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class 1, or secundal harmonic sonority: a minor second, major seventh or minor ninth. 
Eben leaves out B-C, a secundal sonority saved for the conclusion of the ballet (Example 
10.11). 
Example 10.11: Curses and Blessings, Counter-Melody, mm. 187-189 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
A transposition of the tritone melodic germ to G-A-Bb-Db (a third above the 
pedal) at RN 28 (mm. 198-203) expands the harmonic sonority to a minor seventh against 
the pedal (Eb-Db). Eben doubles the choir with oboes, clarinets, and adds horns in m. 
201. He brings in the alternating, arpeggiated B, D, and F# major-seventh chords in the 
strings (mm. 198-203) against the continuously pulsating Eb pedal and thus, produces 
another episode of polytonality. The obvious harmonic conflict between the Eb pedal, the 
tritone cell, and the tertian chords finds stability in the pedal.  
Still, Eben incorporates more dissonances against the continuously running Eb 
pedal. The violent text ―May be blotted out from history and human memory‖ (mm. 204-
206) brings highly dissonant harmonic successions of a major seventh (Eb-D) and 
augmented octave (Eb-E) against the Eb pedal in the choir (doubled by trumpets and 
trombones), and the cluster [Eb-F-Gb] incorporating the pedal pitch Eb scored as middle 
voice in alto. Concurrently, ascending figurations, retrograde transposed variants of the 
curse cell, in clarinets, bassoons and strings add to the dissonant flavor. After the cluster 
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[C#-Eb-F] in m. 206, a shift to the D pedal occurs in RN 29 (mm. 207-214); it supports a 
new tritone melodic cell ([D-E-F-G#]).  
The continuous pedal secures the harmonic stability of the whole episode in RN 
26-29. The Eb pedal dominates for twenty-six measures (mm. 187-206) followed by eight 
measures of a D pedal. Scored in different voices and instruments, the pedal is another 
instance of Eben‘s distinct orchestration—a ―variable timbre‖ pedal, whose changes in 
instrumentation and registers are often enhanced by a variety of rhythmic patterns. Here, 
the simple texture gives preponderance to the rhythm and melodic/harmonic tritone. The 
quartal chord [D-G#-C#] in the choir, doubled in the horns and trumpet, leads to the 
series of ―damnation tritones‖ in the climactic episode. 
Harmonic Pedal Sonorities vs. Rhythmic Ostinati  
At RN 14 Eben establishes unity and contrast by setting a pedal, the instrumental 
harmonic clusters, against the choral rhythmic ostinato (which sounds until RN 18). Now 
the pedal clusters (built from intervals of two seconds and a third) do not provide pitch 
stability, but rather enhance the nervousness and agitation of the rhythmic ostinato. Here, 
Eben scores the clusters in two groups of instruments and adds variety by alternating the 
register, timbre and occasional change of the pitch content of the pedal clusters.  
The first cluster ([B-Db-E-F]), outlining a tritone, repeats for seven measures 
(mm. 101-107). It alternates between the two instrumental groups—flutes, harp and viola, 
playing in the second and third octaves, and horns, trombones and harp playing in the 
great and sub-contra octaves to produce what I  identify as a ―variable timbre pedal.‖ The 
following example demonstrates the technique.  
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Example 10.12: Curses and Blessings, Variable Timbre Pedal Clusters, Piano Reduction, 
mm.101-112.  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague 
 
 
 
The table below demonstrates the pitch content of the clusters; Eben uses the 
secundal relationship between the roots to briefly spice up the harmonic color in mm. 
108-111. 
Table 10.1: Curses and Blessings, Harmonic Clusters (mm. 101-112) 
m. 101 m. 102 m. 103 m. 104 m. 105 m. 106 m. 107 
B-Db-E-F  B-Db-E-F B-Db-E-F B-Db-E-F  B-Db-E-F B-Db-E-F B-Db-E-F 
[0256] [0256] [0256] [0256] [0256] [0256] [0256] 
Fl, Harp, 
Vla,  
Hns, Tbns 
Harp 
Fl, Harp, 
Vla 
Harp,  Hns, 
Tbns 
Fl, Harp, 
Vla 
Harp,  Hns, 
Tbns 
Fl, Harp, 
Vla 
 
m. 108 m. 109 m. 110 m. 111 m. 112 
C-Db-F-Gb 
[0156] 
C-D-F-Ab    //  C-Db-F-G 
 [0254]              [0157] 
D-Eb-E-Ab 
[0126] 
D-Eb-E-Ab 
[0126] 
B-Db-E-F 
[0256] 
Fl, Harp, 
Vla 
Hns, Tps, Hp// Fl, Hp,Vla Mbf Mbf Hns, Tps, Hp//Fl, Hp, 
Vla 
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The table illustrates the intervallic unity of the pedal clusters. In m. 108 the quartal chord 
F-Gb-C-Db (a transposed, vertical motto cell) replaces the previous cluster while in m. 
109 the alternating triadic chord C-D-F-Ab and quartal chord C-Db-F-G add variety. The 
marimba‘s two-measure tremolo also falls into the cluster pattern D-Eb-E-Ab (m. 110-
111) and serves as a dominant to the returning cluster from m. 101. Clearly, the roots of 
these pedal sonorities (B-C-D-B) display secundal relationships in addition to their four-
note content; in addition, they might be the pitch symbols of the plot development in the 
ballet—blessings, curses, damnations, blessings (B-C-D-B).  
Together with the pedal sonorities Eben brings in a continuously changing 
rhythmic ostinato in the choir against which he adds more elements and layers. A 
segment of twenty-nine measures (mm. 101-130), it begins the ―curses‖ section with the 
following text:  
Im-su absuba chemgi  May your soil return to the ocean,  
Sche-su absinba chemgi               May your crops grow back into furrows,  
Gisch-su tirbia chemgi.               And the beams of your house return to the forests. 
  (Myths of Old Mesopotamia-―The Damnation of Akkad‖) 
 
The changing patterns of this ostinato display an important feature of Eben‘s style—a 
constant rhythmic transformation and continuous intensification delivered by additional 
voices and rhythmic layers. The percussiveness of the rhythm describes the curse text and 
demonstrates the restlessness of evil, and adds to already tense ―variable timbre pedal.‖  
The initial ostinato rhythmic pattern is ―non-retrogradable‖ (a two-beat 
symcopated figure surrounded by two quarter notes on each side), and plays a significant 
role throughout the ballet as Eben uses it partially, diminished, or segmented, generating 
different manifestations of it. This ostinato cell pattern repeats seven times (mm. 101-
109) alternating between bass, soprano/alto, and alto/tenor voices (see Example 10.12). 
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In mm. 110-114 Eben replaces it with the more intensive rhythmic pattern of three groups 
of triplets migrating between alto and tenor voices. Simultaneously, for intensification, 
Eben changes the rhythmic pattern in the soprano and bass voices at m. 110. 
Example 10.13: Curses and Blessings, Two Rhythmic Layers, mm. 109-111  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague  
 
 
 
Layering the Conflict: The Motto Cell and Formulas for Sonority-Building  
Generating the Conflict: Modal Fluctuations vs. Non-Retrograde Scale   
Eben incorporates the intervallic characteristics of the motto cell into the 
harmonic sonorities of the ballet, expanding into diverse scales, various chords and 
modes. The episode at RN 6-12 illustrates Eben‘s technique of layering. Here, two 
different planes of sound, vocal and instrumental, create polytonality. The choir sings 
Deuteronomy and Genesis texts (mm. 53-76, RN 6-9) in canonic imitation at the 
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octave—female against male voices. Each vocal group sings simultaneously the melody 
and its mirror inversion. The stepwise motion resembles chanting while the melodic 
range of each part is restricted to a tritone. The choir‘s modal fluctuations ([A-Bb-C-D- 
E-F-G-A] and [A-B-C#-D- E-F-G-A]) exibit a mixture of Phrygian and A minor modes, 
where A minor displays a raised third scale degree. However, a tendency towards A 
Phrygian is prompted by the extended cadential use of the scale degree Bb over B.  
The orchestra creates a textural contrast through melodic sixteenth-note 
figurations in octaves alternating in paired instruments. These figurations are based on 
the melodic material in the choir and display the same mixture of Phrygian and minor 
modes. A slowly paced ―non-retrograde‖ eight-note scale in the double bass (mm. 53-72) 
supplies additional contrast. Its intervallic content ([Eb-E-F-Gb-Ab-A-Bb-B]), a whole 
tone in the middle surrounded by semitones, resembles Messiaen‘s seventh mode except 
for its starting pitch and the fact that it includes only five scale degrees with their 
alterations. Eben breaks the scale into three PC sets (F-A-B [046], Eb-Gb-Ab [035] and 
E-A-Bb [056]) that outline a tritone and perfect fourth in normal order. This gesture is 
repeated twice (12+8 mm) in RN 6-9. 
Example 10.14a: Messiaen‘s Seventh Mode  
 
       Eben‘s scale  
 
 
 302 
The modal fluctuations and the palindrome scale can be observed in the following 
example. 
Example 10.14b: Curses and Blessings: Eben‘s Usage, RN 8, mm. 65-69 
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague  
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Example 10.14b continued 
 
 
Motto-Cell Derived Melodic and Harmonic Sonorities 
Despite the prevailing linear writing in the score, Eben generates harmonic 
clusters and quartal chords from the motto cell and its permutations; these mostly mark a 
beginning or closing point of sections, support activities in the voices, or sound as 
harmonic accents. For instance, in RN 4 (mm. 45-48) the three-note quartal chords in the 
harp support the motion in the voices. In RN 10 the short phrases in the male choir result 
in three-voice quartal chords ([Db-Gb-Cb]) followed by clusters: [B-C-Db-F] in m. 78 
and [Bb-B-C#-D] in m. 80, in flute and clarinet. Further, another cluster in m. 86 (RN 11) 
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in the flutes, oboes, and clarinets ([Eb-E-F#-G]) adds to the hostile texts of ―false 
blessings.‖ In RN 33 (mm. 243-246) and RN 34 (mm. 250-251) descending quartal 
chords, some with an added second, create contrast to the choral G major.  
The conclusion of the ―material blessings‖ texts in RN 13 (m. 100) is marked by 
the three symbolic repetitions of the word ―malditas‖ (damned) in the female choir, as 
each of the three syllables is scored as half notes repeating the quartal chord [F-Bb-Eb-
A]. These ―Malditas‖ chords are the transition to the ―curses‖ and an ironic parallel to the 
three ―benedictions‖ starting at RN 33. 
The episode of RN 16-24 is very intense; Eben continuously changes the rhythmic 
patterns, while the musical fabric is woven from a mixture of simultaneous sounding 
rows, scales, alternating melodic fragments, and fragmented non-functional harmonic 
successions.  
In RN 16-17 Eben complicates the textural layering by adding more elements. It 
is also another polytextual episode. While the soprano, tenor and bass voices continue the 
rhythmic ostinato from RN 14, the alto introduces a new melodic gesture. Its descending 
motion A-G#-Eb-D outlines the transposed and modified motto cell. The leading melodic 
intervals of the whole melodic segment are tritones and perfect fourths. The melodic 
tritone A-Eb becomes the most important single interval later in RN 19, where it has both 
melodic and harmonic functions.    
The percussive harmonic clusters Eb-E-F-F#-A-Bb in the woodwinds and strings 
(mm. 115-116) give way to melodic figurations in the clarinets, bassoons and violas (RN 
16-17), creating a second melodic layer. An octatonic scale ([G-A-Bb-C-C#-D#-E-F#-
G]) sounds in the clarinets and viola in mm. 117-119 and mm. 124-128. Eben places the 
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scale‘s two melodic tritone sets (G-C#, C#-G) in parallel motion, creating simultaneous 
linear and vertical tritones. These and similar melodic tritone figures can be observed in 
RN 18. Simultaneously, a row of six pitches ([Eb-F-Gb-Ab-Bb-B]) sounds in the 
bassoon, cello and double-bass; repeated twice, it shapes the third layer. As seen, the 
tritone interval and constructs derived from it dominate all three layers of RN 16-17.  
While RN 18 consists mostly of simultaneous melodic fragments in all layers, RN 
19 brings the descending tritone figure [A-G-Eb] back. The instrumental harmonic 
ostinato features two interlocking tritones (A-Eb and G-Db) at the melodic and harmonic 
levels. In mm. 133-137 the descending set [A-G-Eb] in the double bass and bassoons 
sounds in quarter notes and against it a harmonic pattern of upbeat parallel tritones ([Eb-
A, Db-G, A-Eb]) in the viola and cello completes the harmonic filler. Further, the pitch 
content of the figurations in the clarinets, oboes, and flutes outline a partial whole-tone 
scale ([A-G-F-Eb-Db]), but at the same time, each instrumental entry displays a tritone 
when its pitches are presented in natural order. Thus, the flutes outline G-A-C#, the oboes 
draw Eb-F-A, and the clarinets demonstrate Db-Eb-G. A descending chromatic scale in 
parallel major seconds in the trumpets (mm. 134) also outlines a tritone in each voice 
([Eb-A and Db-G]). The episode demonstrates that Eben places multiple tritone sets in a 
melodic and harmonic manner to produce a continuous tritone sound in all directions. 
The whole-tone scale is divided into tritione sets and their rhythmic modifications appear 
primarily in horizontal layers, resulting in a varied linear texture emphasizing the tritone. 
Harmonic pitch density can be observed in mm. 140-141, where Eben creates an 
arpeggiated harmonic/melodic language from the descending quartal chord F-Bb-Eb in 
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the timpani, the minor triad G#-B-D# in the strings, and the minor triad Ab-Cb-Eb in 
horns and bass voices.  
The harmonic features of RN 20 and 23 are similar; however, the scoring is 
different. The bass lines in both display a series of perfect fifths; thus, in RN 20, the bass 
G-D-A-E is harmonically enhanced with a G minor triad, the quartal Bb-E-A-D chord, 
and the cluster F-G-A-B-C#, all in the brass. Similarly, in RN 23 the strings play the 
same harmonic sonorities but rhythmically varied.  Despite some triadic chords the 
episode of RN 16-24 has a non-tonal organization. 
Resisting Evil: The Tonal/Modal Transformation 
The spiritual blessing ―Bless them that curse you‖ at RN 33 marks an attempt at 
harmonic change. The spiritual blessings episode is organized on three levels—conflict 
(RN 33-35), transition (RN 36) and resolution (RN 37-41). RN 33-35 displays the 
confrontation between the motto-cell-derived secundal /tritone/quartal sonorities 
symbolizing the curses and the tertian and modal sonorities of the blessings. Tertian and 
non-tertian sonorities alternate in blocks of linear-vertical layers as the three blessing 
theme tertian phrases are interrupted by phrases built of motto cell intervals (the tritone 
and minor second).  
The unison blessing theme is followed by a dense stretto of descending and 
ascending tritone calls clashing at different speeds and rhythms over a pedal alternating 
F# and G (mm. 240-242). The stretto is identical to the already discussed fourth 
―damnation‖ phrase. The tertian, chorale-like texture of the second blessing theme phrase 
(mm. 243-246), with its G major deceptive cadence (I-ii-I-IV-I-vi-vi72-ii65-vi5), 
resonates with Heynicke‘s text ―Open yourself to love, O heart.‖ The vocal exclamation 
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in the soprano ([013]) in m. 245 adds a disturbing contrast (Example 9.9). The third 
chorale-like tertian blessing phrase in the choir finalizes the e minor (vi) to G major 
cadence in mm. 250-251 with Jesenin‘s text ―be blessed forever.‖ The conflict is still 
ongoing with the sprechgesang damnations in the tenor (―sois maudit‖) and soprano 
(―malditas‖) declaring the presence of evil. Vibraphone, marimba and harp add 
descending quartal chords.  
The harmonic transformation from polytonality to modal mixture to modality 
takes place in measures 252-259 in the choir with a series of modulations starting in G# 
minor (mm. 252-253) and moving to Eb  major. In measure 254 the modulation continues 
to an Ab triad (IV) and from there to a bitonal cadence establishing Eb major in m. 259. 
A piano reduction demonstrates the harmonic progressions: 
Example 10.15: Curses and Blessings, Modulation to Eb Major, Piano Reduction, mm. 
252-259.  
© 2000 Edition Bärenreiter, Praha. Reproduced by permission of Editio Bärenreiter, Praha Ltd., Prague  
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Measures 254-257 are bitonal. The clash between the Eb modal material (mm. 
254-257) in the male voices (evident from the descending gesture Ab-Gb-Eb-Bb-Cb-Eb 
in the bass voices and cello) and the modal mixture emphasizing D major in the female 
voices  (m. 257) is followed by a full measure (m. 258) of a major-major seventh-chord 
Gb-Bb-Db-F. This leads to a Cb major triad (vi) that resolves with a Picardy third to an 
Eb major triad (m. 259). Thus, Eben has established Eb since m. 255, but clouds it with 
polytonality and mode mixtures. Additional support towards establishing Eb as a tonal 
center is provided by the double bass, harp, marimba and vibraphone, which play 
ascending figures in the Eb modal mixture.  
Dancing the Transition: Polytonality   
The transitional RN 36 (mm. 260-268) displays a polytonal two-voice texture—a  
modal tune, which despite its chromatic scale degrees (1, 4, 5, and 7) can be seen as Eb 
Dorian, and a contrasting low register melodic material in the strings organized into three 
phrases. The first and the unfinished third comprise a twelve-tone row; the second phrase 
contains repeated pitches. The presence of the motto cell is not that obvious, but can be 
traced: transposed and permutated in m. 260, transposed in mm. 261-262, and transposed 
with an octave displacement of the members in m. 263. The concluding minor third (F-
Ab) in measure 268 permits modulation to a mode whose tonal center is Db.  
Dancing the New Beginning: Modality  
Eben sets up the strongest melodic contrast with the modal blessing theme starting 
in mm. 237-239 in unison. But it is not until measure 269 (RN 37) that the largest modal 
episode of the Dorian love theme begins. This whole Dorian episode, RN 37-41 (mm. 
269-310), marks the soft climax of the composition, as it represents the opposite 
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harmonic spectrum from the rest of the ballet; the love theme is the ultimate resolution of 
the harmonic battle between the secundal and quartal sonorities (developed out of the 
motto cell), the tertian and the conflicting polytonal settings. 
It is not a coincidence but a symbolic reference that the Dorian mode arrives on 
the thirty-third measure (m. 269) from the entrance of the ―spiritual blessing‖ texts at 
measure 237. The Dorian love theme carries the most important text and the main lesson 
of the whole composition.  
Eben creates a textual and harmonic scheme aa'aa' where a has the love text in Db 
Dorian (RNS 37-38, RNS 40-41) and a' sets the peace text in D Dorian (RN 39, 41). 
These textual and harmonic alternations are clearly symbolic; thus, peace comes from 
love and so the peace text sounds a semitone higher in D Dorian (Example 9.12). The 
melody in the female voices sounds in parallel octaves with an added fifth in the middle, 
where the harmonic pedal lies in the male voices, on the reciting tone of the mode, in 
octaves and with the finalis in the middle. Thus, for fourteen measures the harmonic 
pedal Db-Ab (male choir, harp, timpani, double bass, and trombones) establishes Db 
Dorian (RNS 37-38). Similarly, D Dorian (RN 39) is supported by a harmonic pedal on 
D-A. The persistent repetition of harmonic pedals aims to symbolically overpower the 
tritones which dominate the larger part of the composition.  
The modulation from Db Dorian to D Dorian (RN 39) occurs via a bitonal 
sonority, the harmonic major sixth E-C# in the female voices (resolving to D in the 
manner of a V-I cadence), and the Ab-Bb-Db sonority in the male voices (m. 282), which 
sequentially modulates to A-D. The modulation back to Db Dorian is also bitonal. Bass 
voices in Db (m. 290) sing the fifth degree of the mode—an Ab major descending triad 
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(mm. 290-292). Against them, female voices and tenors move in descending parallel 
triads in first inversion on G major, F# minor, e minor, d minor, and Ab major. As in m. 
292, the Ab major triad resolves to Db Dorian (a V-I cadence) in m. 293.  
Textural Layering: A Dance of Unity and Contrast  
The timbral and registral layering makes the choir and orchestra clearly 
distinctive. Being independent of each other, the layers are still organized hierarchically: 
the ―thematic material‖ layer sounds in unison, counterpoint, or chordal texture; the 
supporting layer mostly includes ostinato or pedal, and finally, an additional contrasting 
textural layer of figurations and improvisatory passages enhances the richness of the 
sound. 
The metric-rhythmic organization of the ballet demonstrates a high level of 
concentration based on continuous changes and metamorphoses. Eben uses segmentation 
to create different rhythmic patterns which he then sets in layers. He achieves a powerful 
development and climax without changing tempo; rather, he expands and contracts the 
rhythmic patterns and changes meter. The gradual densification of the rhythm organized 
in variation-like fashion prevents the score from becoming rhythmically cluttered. 
In the course of harmonic analysis we encountered a variety of techniques which 
contributed to the layering in the work: octatonic and non-retrogradable scales, modal 
mixture, canonic imitation, motto cell permutations and segmentations, polyrhythm, non-
retrograde rhythm, rhythmic augmentation, harmonic ostinato, pedal, and aleatoricism 
together with secundal, tertian, and quartal sonorities.  
Eben maintains the thematic coherence of the movements by scoring the material 
in both choir and orchestra. The oriental ―non-retrograde‖ scale first sounds in the choir, 
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marimbaphone and harp (RN 3) and then in the English horn and bass clarinet (RN 14-
16). At RN 36 the transitional melodic material is scored in choir and woodwinds while 
the contrasting row, scored only in strings, does not sound in the first movement. The 
love theme sounds in the choir, brass and woodwinds and thus is prominent in all three 
movements. Two themes are an exception—the sarcasm theme is only instrumental (RN 
20-21, RN 23-24) and the blessing theme (RN 33-34) is scored only for choir. Their 
scoring enhances the individual character of each separate movement.   
Numerological Symbolism  
Constant rhythmic, melodic and harmonic change, derived from improvisation, is 
one of the main characteristics of Eben‘s style and the main source of his compositional 
unity and contrast. This process of continuous compositional transformation
2
 holds an 
even deeper symbolic significance. The pattern of repetitions (set in specific numbers) 
intentionally incorporates numerological symbolism into the musical fabric of the ballet. I 
found that subtle or bolder references are realized by different numbers of repetition at 
the level of motives and passages. I discovered that the numbers two, three, and four play 
a vital role in the organizational framework of the composition.  
The number two symbolizes dualism. It is associated with life and death, and day 
and night. Eben‘s curses and blessings theme is clearly dualistic. The composer uses two 
types of themes: the motto theme and sarcasm theme represent curses, while the blessing 
and love themes represent blessings. The complete motto theme appears only in the 
ballet‘s introduction and conclusion; similarly, the ―non-retrograde‖ oriental scale also 
sounds twice—in RN 3 and RN 14-15.  
                                                 
2 This feature of Eben‘s style is discussed in Hyungmin Cho, ―Constancy and Changes in Petr Eben‘s 
Sacred Choral Works: An Overview‖ (Diss., UIUC, 2007).  
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However, I believe that the triadic symbolism is the foundation of the ballet‘s 
structure playing a vivid role in its formal organization. The triad was significant for the 
ancient Greeks who associated the number with ―wisdom,‖ ―peace‖ and ―harmony.‖3 
Iamblichus notes that prayers and sacrifices are presented three times and blessings and 
wishes also fall in the form of a perfect number three.
4
 In the Christian world, the number 
three is a symbol of divine perfection and the Holy Trinity (the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit). The ballet consists of three movements and each of them has three textual 
parts based on the libretto divisions. The ballet‘s final movement transcends and unifies 
the contrast between the first two movements. With the introduction of the motto theme 
Eben incorporates an ironic twist—three repetitions of the motto theme in the 
introduction with the text ―This is my blessing upon you‖ sound as an opening 
benediction but in fact declare the existence of evil. In contrast, the three Shofar tritone 
calls alert people to evil‘s presence. 
Above all, it seems that the number four plays the central role in the ballet. It is 
the symbol of creation, and as such is associated with the four seasons and represents the 
four elements of fire, air, water and earth. The number four symbolizes the cross and the 
four directions, and the choreography incorporates this symbol as well. Symbolic 
applications of the number four are the four notes of the motto cell PC set, the four 
repetitions of the sarcasm theme, the four ―damnation tritones,‖ the four phrases of the 
blessing theme, and the four repetitions of the love theme. Furthermore, the octatonic 
collection (2x4 notes) transcends and unifies the contrast inherent in the two tritones and 
each tritone itself comprises four whole tones which can be divided into two half steps. I 
                                                 
3 Iambichus, The Theology of Arithmetic: On the Mystical, Mathematical and Cosmological Symbolism of 
the First Ten Numbers, trans. Robin Waterfield (Phanes Press, 1988), pp. 51, 53. 
4 Ibid., p. 52. 
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believe all of these references were planned by Eben to even out, neutralize and reverse 
the dominating role of curses in the ballet. Thus, the numerological symbols serve as a 
secret coding system in the ballet, providing an additional level of unity.   
Conclusion  
The themes of duality and contrast give Eben a chance to use highly contrasting 
textures and techniques together. The above observations demonstrate the preponderance 
of the motto cell‘s intervals as fundamental to the ballet‘s thematic material and harmonic 
language. The coexistence of the tritone and perfect fourth/fifth in the work parallels the 
two sides of human nature, evil and good, or the curses and blessings often inherent in the 
same person. And while Eben states that his usage of the tritone is an exploration of less 
developed harmonic areas, it is evident that ―the aural connotation that the augmented 
fourth carries with it provides an unmistakably demonic reference,‖5 a conclusion true for 
another of Eben‘s works—the organ composition Faust. The tritone‘s association with 
curses and evil is apparent from its textual counterpart, ―be damned.‖ Often this text 
sounds as tritones. Eben extends the tritone and semitone into twelve-tone, octatonic, 
non-retrograde and whole tone collections for additional flavor. The pedal points provide 
harmonic stability when nothing else will do and unite the composition‘s various 
techniques and layers. In addition, the ―variable timbre pedal‖ often hidden between 
voices adds to the work‘s constantly changing sound quality.  
Vincent Persichetti has said, ―When the controlling principle of scalar tonality is 
abandoned, chordal root organization of the twelve tones ceases to exist, and form and 
                                                 
5 Janette Fishell, ―God‘s Gesamtkunstwerk: Petr Eben‘s Faust.‖ In A Tribute to Petr Eben (Dvořak Society, 
2000), pp. 90-91. 
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unity are created by melodic and rhythmic development.‖6 This is exactly what we see in 
the ballet: a layering of various textures and rich inventiveness. The work is based on 
intervallic organization and despite some pitch centers set as long pedal points it can only 
be considered free tonality as it does not display continuously organized dodecaphonic 
features, either. Eben‘s preferences for continuous linear motion, imitation and sparkling 
rhythmic combinations are a result of his melodic gift and talent for improvisation. 
Through continuous reappearances, the four-note motto-cell becomes the work‘s 
blueprint. He juxtaposes and molds the cell with modality as seen through the eyes of a 
modern composer—the cell, rhythmically and intonationally enriched, becomes a symbol 
of blessings, love, and peace. Polymodality is a symbol of the coexisting diversities in 
our world. One can argue that the layering and the continuous repetition and variation in 
Eben‘s style derive from his organ technique and the multiple registers of the instrument; 
however, layering is also a method for staging multiple ideas simultaneously, and Eben 
uses it widely in Curses and Blessings. 
 
                                                 
6 Vincent Persichetti, Twentieth-century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice (New York: Norton, 
1961), p. 262. 
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CHAPTER 11 
CURSES AND BLESSINGS: CHOREOGRAPHIC SYMBOLS OF UNITY AND 
CONTRAST  
 
The final creative process of a ballet is choreography. To the best of my 
knowledge, the choreography commissioned by the Netherlands Dance Theater [NDT], 
performed three times in June 1983, is the only one to date. This premiere was recorded 
for archival purposes, but has not been released commercially in either an audio or audio-
visual format. Furthermore, as far as I know, there has been no other performance of the 
complete ballet music. All of these facts make both the music and choreography uniquely 
rare, and demand a separate discussion of the choreography. In this chapter, I will attempt 
to determine how the choreography of Curses and Blessings reflects Eben‘s musical 
ideas, and will give more insight into the choreographers‘ work. A description of the 
choreography, which, at the moment, is not commercially available, will not include 
dance terminology, since such information is beyond the principal focus of this study. 
The approach to the ballet‘s choreography is non-traditional. Choreographer Jiří 
Kylián
1
 felt that the contrasting themes of the subject necessitated two different 
                                                 
1 Jiří Kylián was born 1947 in Prague. In 1973 he was invited by the Netherlands Dance Theater as a guest 
choreographer, and in 1975 he became a choreographer there. In 1978 he was appointed as co-Artistic 
Director, and between 1978 and 1999 he was an Artistic Director. His approach to the dance and 
performers led him to expand NDT to a unique structure of three performing groups at the Netherlands 
Dance Theatre: NDT I—(founded in 1959) is the main company and includes 31 dancers between the ages 
of 22 and 40; NDT II—founded in 1978, comprises young dancers below age 22; and NDT III—was 
established in 1991 for dancers over 40 years old, giving each group distinct choreographies, repertoires 
and performance schedules. Since 1999 Jiří Kylián has retired from his NDT Artistic Director position; 
however, he maintains a connection to NDT as choreographer in residence and artistic advisor. Of his 
ninety-two ballet choreographies, seventy-two are for NDT. (http://www.ndt.nl/; Accessed April 21, 2009) 
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choreographers to stage the music. Kylián remembers that he was excited about 
cooperating with Christopher Bruce on the project: 
It was clear that this choreography could not be created by one and the 
same person, so I immediately thought of Christopher Bruce. I admire 
him. He has a completely different style of working and creating, so our 
cooperation could turn out to be a thrilling experience and deliver a 
thrilling ―end-product.‖2 
 
For this ballet the performers from the Netherlands Dance Theater were divided into two 
groups. Each group was prepared by one of the choreographers, independently of the 
other. At the premiere, each group first performed its own dance sequence separately, and 
then simultaneously as the culmination of the entire ballet. Both Kylián and Bruce were 
fascinated by this unique opportunity to prepare their own ballet interpretation of the 
theme of curses and blessings, knowing all the time that their individual use of space and 
gesture had ultimately to be reconciled with that of the other.  
While both choreographers worked out their choreographies in secret, they made 
arrangements about the use of stage space so that, when combined, the two separate 
dance groups would not collide with one another. The resulting plan divided the stage 
into left and right parts for RN 1-8. The music between rehearsal numbers 8 and 9 was 
reserved for transitions, and the stage space was used in the same way. For the next 
portion of the ballet (RN 10-18), the stage was divided into two diagonal spaces. It was 
also determined in advance that the number of dancers in each group was to be limited to 
nine: four female and four male dancers, plus another male dancer referred to simply as 
                                                 
2 Jiří Kylián, quoted in the brochure accompanying the premiere of Petr Eben‘s Curses and Blessings 
(1983); translated from the Dutch by Raymond Landgewen, a member of NDT.  
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the ―extra.‖3 The two separate ensembles rehearsed together for the first time on Friday, 
June 10, 1983.
4
 
Movement One 
Jiří Kylián choreographed the choral movement. In a 2009 interview with Andrew 
van Esch he explained that, to him, vocal music is special: 
I love vocal music because, like dance, it is the only human music that can 
be made without an instrument. You just need your body. I find it exciting 
to combine these elements.
5
 
 
Kylián describes his creative process as a quest for a miraculous moment:  
For me the most important moment is the moment of discovery. You work 
in the studio with the people you feel good about, and suddenly there is a 
movement, the wink of an eye, a touch that is discovered like: ―This is 
good, this is the beginning, from here we can go on. This enriches the 
human soul.‖ These moments are the most important of all. Then I feel on 
top of the world. These are the moments I live for.
6
 
 
Martha Bremser, author of the book Fifty Contemporary Choreographers, has 
characterized Kylián‘s visions and dance style as follows:  
He presents human struggles, passions and prayers, elation and despair; he 
is a choreographer of potent dualism lucidly expressed through his mixture 
of classical sublimity and contemporary expressionism.
7
 
 
The choreography Kylián created for Curses and Blessings coincides with the 
beginning of what has been called his ―black and white period,‖8 an aesthetic that 
paralleled the contrasts in the musical composition. When watching the ballet, it seems 
that, in Kylián‘s approach, the ―extra‖ dancer is a symbol of the ―good,‖ an impression 
based largely on his body movements, his interaction with the rest of dancers and the 
                                                 
3 Premiere brochure. 
4 Ibid., quoting Kylián.  
5 Jiří Kylián, http://www.euronet.nl/users/cadi/Interview.html (Accessed September 8, 2009).  
6 http://www.euronet.nl/users/cadi/Interview.html (Accessed September 8, 2009). 
7 Martha Bremser, Fifty Contemporary Choreographers (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 137. 
8 The DVD Jiří Kylián’s Black and White Ballets (Image Entertainment, 2001) includes the following 
works: Sarabande, No More Play, Petite Mort, Falling Angels, Sweet Dreams, and Six Dances. 
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decision to dress this single male dancer in a sleek, white costume. The costumes of the 
other eight dancers were mainly black with a small white patch around the shoulders, 
another visualization of the idea of contrast and the preponderance of darkness in human 
nature. Bremser writes: ―Kylián‘s work often presents us with a potent dialogue between 
classical (and perhaps also Christian) ideals and the contorted angularity of modernism.‖9 
In Kylián‘s choreography, the ―extra‖ dancer dances alone most of the time, representing 
the idea of the loneliness of the ―good.‖ During the introduction (RN 1-2), the dancers 
enter stage right in three groups, dancing together with the ―good‖ (i.e., the ―extra‖). 
Between RN 10 and 12, the ―good soul‖ watches the others, resuming an active role at 
RN 13 as he comes between them; in response, they run away (females to the left, males 
to the right), leaving him alone in the middle of the stage.  
With the beginning of the curse episode of the ballet (RN14) all the dancers turn 
against the ―good,‖ attacking him from both sides. Unprotected, he continues his solitary 
dance in the middle of the stage. The alto entry (RN 16) prompted Kylián to create a duet 
between one of the female dancers and the ―soul.‖ This single female dancer seems to 
represent the evil that tries to lure and overpower the ―good.‖ At RN 17 the ―good‖ is 
pushed down to the floor by the other dancers, and remains there motionless as the dancer 
symbolizing ―evil‖ continues her arrogant dance. At RN 19, Kylián stages the 
instrumental sarcasm theme with a male duet in front of the lifeless ―good,‖ who is lifted 
up by another dancer just prior to RN 26. Following this triumphant gesture, Kylián next 
inserts a duet between the ―good‖ and another single male dancer, presumably portraying 
the duality of human nature (RN 26-29) and the conflict of one‘s two inner sides. It also 
                                                 
9 Bremser, p. 137. 
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seems that Kylián makes use of body movements contradictory to classical ballet 
positions to connote irony and sarcasm.  
On each descending ―damnation tritone‖ at the climax (RN 30-32) the ―good‖ is 
thrown down to the floor but each time slowly stands up. After the third damnation, the 
dancers lift the ―good‖ up with his feet up and head down (an animal slaughter picture), 
which I see as an image representing the execution of ―good.‖ Immediately thereafter, the 
dancers hold the ―good‖ in a crucifixion stance, pulling him in different directions as if 
trying to divide him. Here I see an ironic representation of the resurrection. 
The entry of the blessing theme (RN 33) marks the next turning point in the 
choreography; the ―extra‖ (good) dancer half stands up, looking towards the sky. While 
he is motionless the female dancer looks into his eyes for the first time; now, more of the 
dancers show interest in him as they approach and lift him. As the choir intones 
Yesenin‘s text ―May you be redeemed and blessed for ever, you who came to bloom and 
pass away….‖ (mm. 250-253), the ―good‖ is again thrown to the floor. Kylián realizes 
Eben‘s musical modulations (RN 35) as the disintegration of evil, with the ―good‖ 
standing upright despite the dancers‘ final desperate attempts to restrain him. Conversely, 
at RN 37 the other dancers (accompanied by the love theme) turn to the ―good,‖ trying to 
be and dance with him. In the epilogue, all of the dancers exit the stage in precisely the 
opposite way to that by which they entered.  
Concerning his choreography for Curses and Blessings Kylián has written:  
I hope that something comes across of what the text is trying to clarify: 
how a blessing that is in and of itself noble, ―That the bitter water of your 
sources may become sweet—blessed are your meadows and herds‖ 
becomes ―Peoples will serve you, nations will bow for you. You will be 
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superior to your brothers‖ and ―You will drive steel in the hearts of your 
enemies. The highest and final salvation is by the sword.‖10 
 
Kylián‘s choreography seeks to represent the inherent duality of human nature, using a 
series of ballet gestures that span the complete range of human emotions. 
Movement Two 
Englishman Christopher Bruce
11
 was chosen to choreograph the second, purely 
orchestral movement of Curses and Blessings. Martha Bremser has summarized the 
characteristics of his style as follows: 
His choreography combines elements of the varied styles he has worked 
with, usually based on classical and contemporary dance. His range is 
further extended by incorporating popular and folk dance.
12
 
 
Bruce himself is very open when he discusses his own works.
13
 When asked in 2009 to 
explain how he reflects on music with bodily movement, he answered:  
I think first of all it is always important to consider imagery in the music. 
Then it is just a question of being incredibly sensitive with the music. It is 
always very important that my choreography is very respectful towards the 
music. The rest is instinct and that is something you cannot teach.
14
 
 
Bruce describes his creative process as self-evolving and not predetermined: 
I try to find a style and movement vocabulary which is particular to the 
individual work and this will be in my mind when I begin working with 
the dancers. However, I never make the movement until I am in the studio, 
it evolves as the structure comes together. Nothing is predetermined but 
relies on the collaboration with the artists I am working with.
15
 
 
                                                 
10 Kylián, quoted in the Premiere brochure. Translated from the Dutch by Diane Van Hoof. 
11 Bruce has been an Associate Choreographer with the Houston Ballet since 1989. Between 1994 and 2002 
he was artistic director of the most prestigious British contemporary dance troupe, the Rambert Dance 
Company, http://www.rambert.org.uk/unmasked_hush  (Accessed September 8, 2009). 
12 Bremser, Fifty Contemporary Choreographers, p. 45. 
13 Bruce‘s style is well represented in the DVD Christopher Bruce’s Triple Bill, which includes such works 
as Silence is the End of Our Song, Rooster, and Swansong.  
14 Bruce, http://www.rambert.org.uk/unmasked/hush/live_chat. This live chat of Christopher Bruce with 
dancers and audience from May 14, 2009 was transcribed on the webpage of the Rambert Dance Company 
(Accessed September 8, 2009).  
15 Bruce, http://www.rambert.org.uk/unmasked/hush/live_chat. 
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He has also reveals that the resemblance between his initial inspiration and the final 
product is less than predictable: 
My works always surprise me. My original thoughts only go so far and I 
allow them to develop as the piece is made. I never quite know what I am 
going to produce and whether it will engage with an audience…. It is 
always a bit of a magical mystery tour.
16
 
 
When asked about the different dance styles he has used, he responds: 
I really have no particular preference, though I would say I lean towards 
contemporary dance technique as a basis for my dance vocabulary. I enjoy 
dipping into other styles and even inventing my own genre when I feel it is 
appropriate.
17
 
 
Martha Bremser‘s description of Bruce‘s preferred dance techniques and body 
movements serves as an accurate description of what he chose to do in Curses and 
Blessings: 
The feet are often parallel, without concern for turnout, and Bruce‘s works 
often feature small, quick steps which contrast with bold circular 
gestures—full-skirted swirls and scooping movements, twisting the 
torso.
18
 
 
Bruce‘s choreography for Curses and Blessings is very pictorial and theatrical. He 
takes a different approach to the ―extra‖ dancer than Kylián; it seems (this is my 
impression from having watched a DVD of the ballet) that in Bruce‘s vision this ―extra‖ 
male dancer represents ―evil.‖ Bruce‘s ―extra‖ dancer is very active, aggressive, and 
more intense in his interactions with the other dancers than Kylián‘s ―good‖ dancer was 
in the previous movement. That the ―extra‖ dancer symbolizes ―evil‖ is evident from the 
tense posture and angular body movements, often including toes not pointed in the 
traditional ballet style, that Bruce has him undertake. His dark side is additionally 
                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Bremser, p. 45. 
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emphasized by wearing a costume darker in tone than those worn by the other dancers. 
The simple styles of the costumes, dresses and suits, are another reference to past times 
and the notion that the dance happens in another reality. In his notes for the premiere 
program brochure, Bruce gave the following views about his choreography:  
The basic theme of my share in Curses and Blessings is the aggression in 
humans, and in order to express that, I have chosen to use irony and the 
grotesque. As far as form is concerned, my ballet is very simple; it is a 
strip, a book of cartoons and caricatures, ambiguous and primitive. I use 
the stylistic means of the people‘s theater. It is a cyclical dance-macabre 
with a pan-like creature as a key figure, a symbol of fatalism that is 
symbolized by the devil in Christianity.
19
 
 
The movement opens with the entrance of the single dancer portraying ―evil‖ 
coming to stage center. Not finding anyone, he angrily hits the ground with his right foot 
and leaves. The dancers enter in slow motion from stage left using restricted body 
movements and small steps that, accompanied by the orchestral opening bell ostinato, 
seem to establish the feeling of a ritualistic procession. ―Evil‖ watches them enter and 
greet one another as if they have not seen each other in a long time.  
In contrast to Kylián, and provoked by the sarcasm theme in the orchestra (RN 
21), Bruce crafts a solo dance for ―evil,‖ who arrogantly dances around the still bodies of 
the dancers as they lie on the floor. Next (RN 22), ―evil‖ entertains himself by sparking 
conflicts between the four dance couples. Bruce depicts these conflicts by using 
expressive facial grimaces and awkward body positions. When ―evil‖ is satisfied by the 
trouble he has engendered (RN 23-24), he leaves the stage, crawling like a serpent and 
pretending to be invisible (RN 25). The intense quarrelling between the couples continues 
(RN 26-29) amidst extremely rhythmic orchestral music. ―Evil‖ then reappears, standing 
above them on a V-shaped, lighted platform. The four dancers desperately try to finish 
                                                 
19 Bruce, quoted in Premiere brochure. 
 323 
their evil acts accompanied by the three ―damnation tritones‖; when the Shofar sounds 
forth its tritone calls they are rendered motionless as ―evil‖ surveys his handiwork. The 
dancers come out of their reverie and proceed to enact a ritualistic sacrifice, choosing one 
dancer as their ―victim,‖ positioned for death (mm. 234-236). 
The action continues to ratchet up in intensity (RN 33) as ―evil‖ falls from his 
perch into the hands of the eight dancers. At m. 243, cued by descending and ascending 
instrumental chords, the dancers lift him in a parody of crucifixion, shaking him in 
different directions. This extremely grotesque parody is followed by another mock 
slaughter (RN 34) as the single dancer is suspended upside down. The next scene (RN 
35) seems to be taken directly from Dante-esque visions of hell, with the agonizing 
dancers squirming on the floor, struggling to stretch crippled hands and heads as if 
seeking air to breathe. At this moment (RN 36) ―evil‖ slowly leaves the stage. 
Accompanied by the love theme, the dancers unsuccessfully attempt to prevent his 
departure; he simply walks over them in slow motion as if they were not even there. The 
movement ends as it began, with the dancers embracing one another as they slowly take 
their leave while ―evil‖ returns, searching for new victims. Bruce has explained that he 
sought to depict human aggression, but his use of grotesque, restricted body movements 
and impersonal dance images, coupled with their relative inactivity compared to the 
powerful role danced by ―evil,‖ suggests behavior that is less than human or real and in a 
way reflects Eben‘s idea of angels and demons in the movement.  
Movement Three 
The third movement combines both choreographies as a twisted mirror image of 
one another. Viewing the last movement of the ballet, it is hard to believe that the two 
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choreographers did not discuss their individual choreographies with each other; they fit 
together as mirror images of one another. But as they claim that they had not seen each 
other‘s choreography, this congruity can only be the result of Eben‘s music, which 
evidently prompted them to contrive similar concepts within separate spaces. While some 
episodes reverse the imagery, the images of crucifixion and animal slaughter occur 
simultaneously, suggesting that only the ideas generated behind the images are different. 
Kylián expresses a tragic event, while Bruce relies on grotesque imagery.  As fascinating 
as each movement is separately, the mixture of these two visions results in a third 
movement with a dramatic culmination that truly transcends being merely the sum of its 
two separate parts.  
Two completely different pieces on the same theme came together as one 
piece. It was as if we watched through a kaleidoscope to a ―miracle of 
perspective.‖20 
 
Symbolism 
The most obvious opposition comes from the fact that the work uses two 
contrasting choreographies by two different choreographers. Taking into account that 
NDT I consists of 31 dancers, the choreographers‘ decision to use two groups of eight 
dancers with two ―extra‖ dancers seems puzzling, even though 16+2 is a group small 
enough to dance without overcrowding the stage. Most likely this was purely a practical 
matter, as usually more than one work is prepared at the same time. However, there may 
be an additional reason behind this decision. For centuries, human civilization has 
considered the number eight as important. For instance, the ancient Greeks applied eight-
                                                 
20 J. Kylián, program notes from the premiere brochure, translated from the Dutch by Raymond 
Landgewen. 
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year time cycles.
21
 For the Christian world the number eight represents all which comes 
beyond time; Jesus Christ was resurrected on the eighth day. In Judaism, Hanukkah is a 
holiday of eight days. For Jewish people, the eighth day brings the new beginning with 
the arrival of the Messiah. Thus, I believe that the decision to use two groups of eight 
dancers was also a reference to broad historical and human events.  
The strongest contrast between the two choreographies is in the use of the two 
―extra‖ dancers. Each choreographer has a different take on the ―extra‖ dancer—for 
Kylián he is the good power, who tries to interfere with the evil in humans and turn it into 
good. His bodily movements are softer and more defensive. But Bruce envisions the 
―extra‖ dancer as ―evil,‖ as demonstrated by his sharper body movements, often angular 
body positions and more aggressive attitude. The first visual difference is offered by the 
costumes—white for Kylián‘s ―extra‖ dancer and something darker for Bruce‘s. In both 
choreographies it seems that the ―extra‖ dancer is of an opposite character to the group 
dancing with him; thus, disturbing evil images are provoked by the first group of dancers 
in the first movement, and by the ―extra‖ dancer in the second movement. The ―extra‖ 
dancers are as mirror images of each other.  
Both choreographies boldly refer to the crucifixion in the dramatic and soft 
climaxes; for Kylián it is at RN 32, for Bruce at RN 33. Bruce goes even further to 
describe hell in a visual way which parallels Dante‘s Divine Comedy illustrations by 
artists like William Blake (―The Punishment of Thieves‖), Gustave Doré (―The Thieves 
Tortured by Serpents‖) and Sandro Botticelli (―Circle IX, Traitors‖). The meaning of the 
soft climax is staged in reverse in both choreographies; Kylián‘s dancers follow the 
                                                 
21 The eight-year time cycle and the lunar calendar are described in Guy Wilson, ed., Encyclopedia of 
Ancient Greece (Routledge, 2006), p. 138. 
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―extra‖ in their wish to become ―good souls,‖ while Bruce makes the dancers turn away 
from ―evil,‖ which is still present and seeking to corrupt more souls. Using two different 
strategies, both choreographers present the same idea, i.e., that it is natural to follow 
goodness. Both the damnation and blessing climaxes are very descriptive and visually 
staged by both choreographers. 
Each of the choreographers includes different dance elements and body gestures 
as the ballet‘s three movements compare the contrasting sides of humanity to angels and 
demons. On the one hand, the difference is an outcome of the different music resulting 
from the deconstructed score each choreographer worked with; but it also comes from 
their personal understandings of and approaches to the dance.  
For Kylián the ballet‘s preparation also imposed a dramaturgical and 
organizational challenge, as he was responsible for the final production as artistic director 
of the NDT:  
With Curses & Blessings, I wanted to demonstrate that it is possible that 
two totally different individuals, two leaders of two dance groups are able 
to produce one single product—within one playing area—and not only 
didn‘t any accidents happen but it makes sense as well.22 
 
Before the Premiere 
The premiere of the ballet saw a number of ―behind the stage‖ surprises. There 
was no musician available to play the Shofar, so at the last minute the instrument was 
replaced by a trumpet for the premiere. The orchestral pit was too small for the orchestra, 
so Eben cut the violins, which turned out to be better for the orchestra‘s timbre.23 The 
score was published in 2000, without violins. A soundtrack of the vocal part was 
                                                 
22 J. Kylián, Premiere brochure program notes. 
23 Premiere brochure information. 
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recorded in Prague by the Pavel Kühn Mixed Choir
24
 and later was ―dubbed in‖ with the 
orchestral music, creating a stunning effect.
25
 For the premiere in the Netherlands, 
Kühn‘s Mixed Choir joined the Netherlands Dance Theater.26 
Conclusion 
The choreography is clearly a visualization of Eben‘s music. One finds 
undisputable parallels between the music and the choreography. Both choreographers 
also expressed their personal view of the theme of curses and blessings. For Kylían the 
fear of curses brings blessings: 
It sounds cryptic, but there is something positive in the possibility of a 
total catastrophe: we keep our aggression very effectively under control by 
that chain reaction of curses that we try to undo afterwards by a blessing.
27
 
 
In contrast, Bruce remains hopeful while demonstrating with dance and his choreography 
his pessimistic world view:  
The fact that man always keeps creating situations in which he blesses and 
curses, is cursed and is blessed, that is something that interests me…. I do 
not see hope, and I do not think this can change, and I can do nothing else 
but show this in my art. My hope lies in the fact that I make ballets.
28
 
 
As much as it was an experiment, Curses and Blessings is a composition that has 
brought the everlasting subject of the fight between good and evil to expression in that 
most natural of human activities, of sound and of bodily movement. Kylían finds the 
collaboration on the project successful:
29
 ―It is a ballet that is born out of trust and respect 
for each other. The fact that we have accomplished this justifies the experiment.‖ 
                                                 
24 The choir was founded by Pavel Kühn in 1958 and turned into a top-class choir. For more information, 
see http://www.bach-cantatas.com/Bio/KCP.htm. (Accessed July 18, 2009) 
25 Kuhn‘s choir recorded the ballet‘s choral movement on the Supraphon label, SU 3384-2-211, in 1988, as 
part of CD titled Curses and Blessings. 
26 Antonín Matzner, liner notes to CD Curses and Blessings. 
27 Kylián, Premiere brochure program notes. 
28 Christopher Bruce, Premiere brochure program notes. 
29 Kylián, quoted in Premiere brochure 
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CHAPTER 12 
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
 
Every expression, musical, literary or visual, is merely one element of this 
one art, whether it be expressed by brush, chisel, words or tones.
1
 
Petr Eben 
Apologia Sokratus and Curses and Blessings were created in a time frame of 
sixteen years. Both compositions are centered on the confrontation between damnation 
and salvation, a subject to which Eben returns often in his music.
2
 This opposition finds 
musical expression in a number of ways, and despite the use of numerous elements which 
sometimes seem contradictory, Eben‘s language in both works displays strong musical 
integration and consistency. The symbolism and various references appear at multiple 
levels—intervallic, melodic, textural, harmonic, rhythmic, timbral, numerological, and 
choreographic (in the ballet), as a reflection of their librettos.  
The epic battle between good and evil, as a dualistic subject, takes a different 
form in each work: virtue against evil and death, curses against blessings. These 
systematic contradictions in both pieces control all other elements; they are the means of 
contrast and the dominant idea in each composition.  
Despite the great range in text sources, from Plato‘s Apology to sources spanning 
3000 years and thirteen languages for Curses and Blessings, both librettos‘s topics have 
in common the struggle of human souls to maintain a balance within their inherently 
conflicting nature. The care with which Eben compiled both librettos demonstrates their 
                                                 
1 Petr Eben cited in Johannes Landgren, ―Music as Message and the Ruling Principles of Peter Eben‘s 
Music-Making,‖ in A Tribute to Petr Eben to Mark his 70th Birthday Year (Burnham-on-Crouch: The 
Dvořák Society, 2000), p. 22. 
2 Other works on the same subject include Nedĕlní hudba (1957/59), Laudes (1964), Faust (1979/80), Job 
(1987) and other compositions. 
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leading role as the initial platform for displaying tension and conflict. In both works, the 
libretto not only inspires the music but creates the structural margins. Eben‘s optimistic 
nature finds its expression in the pronounced positive conclusion of both compositions. 
Eben‘s belief that good, a reflection of God and his power, will overcome the existence 
of evil in all its forms is strongly sustained to the very last pitch, which brings relief while 
dissolving into the air.  
Both compositions mark important episodes in Eben‘s career as a composer. 
Apologia Sokratus is the first of his large-scale vocal-instrumental works to openly and 
extensively reflect on his affinity for monumental ethical subjects. That same line of 
subjects, being a continuous inspiration for Eben, can be traced through the 1980s, a busy 
and productive decade for the composer, when he wrote his second concerto for organ 
and orchestra, Prague Nocturno, Missa Cum Populo, Job, and the ballet Curses and 
Blessings.  
While Apologia Sokratus most likely reflects on totalitarianism and the repression 
of human freedom, Curses and Blessings is a general warning against the multi-faceted 
evil present in our time, the evil which exists everywhere around us suppressing good 
deeds despite social structures and democratic societies. Eben‘s tendency to use time-
remote texts is an effort to disconnect from the present, but it also draws a parallel with 
current social problems in a hidden, veiled manner. The timeless significance of the texts 
is such that the fundamental subjects they carry have nothing to do with social 
organization and status, material goods, political party and religious identity, but apply to 
every human on Earth.   
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Both librettos are disconnected from Czech history; even more, Eben omitted all 
specific details from the texts as he sought a universal truth valid for a global audience. 
Both librettos conclude with an appeal for more good deeds and love between people. 
Eben arranges the text excerpts to create a climax in each composition‘s last movement. 
Both compositions demonstrate similarity in form and musical language but the ballet is 
more complex and radical in expression. 
The dualistic opposition of the subject defines the formal design of both 
compositions. Apologia Sokratus unfolds straightforwardly as each of its three 
movements is based on conflict between virtue, evil and death but one can still see 
references to the traditional oratorio as Eben creates instrumental transitions that function 
as interludes and postludes, while the vocal solos resemble the genre‘s solo numbers and 
the choir comments on the action in addition to being an active participant in it. However, 
the ―through-composed,‖ continuously unfolding writing preferred by Eben, and the 
omission of the narrator traditional for the genre, makes his oratorio different from the 
genre‘s predecessors.  
 The ballet Curses and Blessings is more complex. It was conceived as a vocal-
instrumental movement which Eben deconstructed into two additional movements and 
then reintegrated to produce a three-dimensional effect—a work in three movements each 
one designed in three large sections subordinate to the text. This technique is analogous 
to writing a fugue, where the dux and comes and their corresponding counterpoint are 
constructed together; in comparison, the ballet demonstrates much larger dimensions—
we hear the two movements in sequence before they sound together. While this concept 
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is not new—Darius Milhaud explored the idea with his two string quartets3 —for Eben it 
is more than a compositional enigma: it is an argument about balance in life.  
The binary oppositions in the ballet function at a local level as well; Eben creates 
contrasts by layering vocal and instrumental textures, registers, rhythms, and sonorities. 
The ballet shows in concentrated form Eben‘s advanced musical style marked by 
continuous use of dissonance, rich musical expression developed out of intervallic cells, 
and polyvalent symbolism. 
Both compositions, the oratorio and the ballet, are defined by a motto, the 
treatment of which is different for each work. In the oratorio, the seven-pitch motto runs 
almost intact in each movement, generating the work‘s characteristic secundal and quartal 
sonorities. The ballet‘s non-retrograde motto cell, a four-pitch unit, expanded to a motto 
theme, is the single melodic-harmonic unit, the musical motor which defines the motivic 
construction and harmonic language of the whole composition. Eben subjects the motto 
cell to various permutations to achieve variety, contrast, and the ballet‘s concentrated 
intervallic unity. The most significant difference in the treatment of the motto appears in 
its connotation for each work. Thus, in Apologia Sokratus, the motto represents 
righteousness and good, and symbolizes the presence of Socrates; in contrast, in Curses 
and Blessings, the motto represents evil deeds—the curses.     
Similarities in intervallic structure link the two works together; thus, in Apologia 
Sokratus, the beginning of the alto flute solo (m. 399, movement II) is an inversion of the 
ballet‘s motto cell.  This suggests that Eben perceived this short melodic formula as a 
                                                 
3 The string quartets nos. 14 and 15, op. 291 (1948-49) can be played separately or as an octet. This parallel 
is pointed to in the Curses and Blessings premiere program. 
 332 
fundamental symbol of evil. In addition, in both works the tritone is a fundamental 
interval and often sounds as a warning signal.  
The rich thematic material of the oratorio, set in long phrases, is less unified in 
pitch structure than the ballet‘s thematicism, which is very concentrated and mostly 
derived from the varied treatment of the motto cell; it gives birth to the motto theme, 
sarcasm theme, and even the love theme appears to include the motto cell transposed and 
set in normal order. The ballet is also more advanced in its use of various scales and 
different length rows, all with a descriptive function. Both, the alleluia theme from the 
oratorio and the blessing theme from the ballet have much in common as their 
fundamental pitch content is G-A-B. Both themes make textual and melodic references to 
Catholicism but also symbolize spiritual belief in life‘s more general humanistic aspects.   
The musical material from both works reappears in other compositions, a fact 
which only demonstrates the significance of these melodic constructs for the composer. 
Thus, the alto solo from the second movement of Apologia Sokratus is used later as the 
song ―Thanatos‖ (Death) in the female choir cycle Greek Dictionary (1974). In contrast, 
the theme from the earlier composition ―Epitaph‖ for male choir (1964) becomes the 
melodic source for the motto theme from Curses and Blessings and the intervallic kernel 
of the whole composition. This intentional or unintentional reuse of these melodic 
formulas demonstrates that for Eben, they are profoundly related to death and curses. 
However, Eben sought answers to ethical dilemmas his whole life; thus, these melodic 
and thematic reappearances are a large-scale anaphora, a metaphor and a reflection of 
Eben‘s own life experience. 
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In both compositions, vertical sonorities carry symbolic meaning. Their 
juxtaposition sets up contrast between non-tonal language to symbolize evil or curses, 
and modal episodes representing good or blessings. An avoidance of tonal harmony is 
demonstrated by Eben‘s substitution of the V°-I (tritone) for a V-I cadence. The tritone, 
seconds, and perfect intervals interlocked in each motto cell establish the parameters of 
each work‘s harmonic language. Harmony results from the positioning of parallel layers 
that are not conceived vertically. The climactic episodes of Apologia Sokratus are tonal 
despite the parallel unfolding of quartal chords. In the ballet the tritone generates the 
dramatic climax in each movement. The ballet displays a preponderance of quartal 
sonorities built from tritones and perfect intervals, and secundal sonorities set as clusters 
often outlining a tritone; both types of sonorities appear separately or are combined 
together. 
Modality, one of Eben‘s main style characteristics, is not just a contrasting idea or 
harmonic extravaganza but a resolution of the harmonic tension and philosophical 
conflict of each work; it symbolizes the presence of good and the pure internal harmony 
which a good deed brings. It expresses Eben‘s beliefs and is a reference to religion as a 
source of comfort and strength. He often blurs the modal structure by oscillating between 
two pairs of modes such as major/minor, or minor/Dorian, or minor/Phrygian as a method 
to enrich his expression. The notion of parallel stacked fourths and fifths sets additional 
tonal/modal ambiguity and is a reference to medieval parallel organum.  
A distant paraphrase of the sequence Victimae paschali laudes is the oratorio‘s 
final alleluia motive, and in the ballet, the allusion to the antiphon Ubi caritas is even 
more remote and schematic—it reflects Eben‘s need to communicate to people of all 
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religious beliefs. The striking preference for Dorian in both compositions (the F Dorian 
alleluia climax of movement III of the oratorio, and the Dorian love theme climax of the 
ballet) is a refined reference to antiquity.   
A comparison between the evil theme and alleluia from Apologia Sokratus, and 
the motto, sarcasm and love themes in the ballet reveals that for Eben rhythm functions 
also as a musical symbol. Both compositions display complex rhythmic organization, but 
the ballet is rhythmically more advanced as often multiple rhythmic patterns are staged in 
layers. In both compositions, evil is characterized by a fast, running rhythmic pattern, 
while a steady pace is indicative of good. In both works, Eben associates the ostinato (as 
rhythm and texture) with the obsessive onrush of evil; such an ostinato characterizes the 
cell of the oratorio‘s first movement, and the destiny motive of the second. In the ballet‘s 
―curses episode‖ the rhythmic ostinato constantly changes.  
Other vital characteristics of Eben‘s style—the constant rhythmic and melodic 
change, a rich palette of rhythmic patterns, and rhythmic variety within repetition derived 
from improvisation—all are well represented in the compositions discussed. The 
continuous flow observed in both results from the constant rhythmic expansion and 
contraction of themes, motives, and musical phrases. Aleatoricism, parlando and 
Sprechgesang have a word-painting function and are more sophisticated in the ballet than 
in the oratorio.  
Through layering Eben stages conflicting ideas simultaneously; this is more 
complicated in the ballet, where his horizontal writing displays layering of various 
distinct textures, timbres and registers (tessituras), rhythmic patterns and thematic 
juxtapositions. The rhythmic ostinati of the ballet and the ―variable timbre pedal‖ display 
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an essential feature of Eben‘s style—constant rhythmic transformation and continuous 
intensification delivered by additional voices, timbres, and rhythmic layers.  
While in the oratorio the orchestra is rather large, in the ballet it is more compact, 
but different circumstances lead to the omission of violins in both works. Both 
compositions display what Stefan Daubner describes as a homogenous timbre,
4
 as Eben 
combines the timbral groups in register; the choral texture is not typical four-voice 
homophony, but sets mostly female against male voices in free imitation, canon, unison, 
or parallel intervals. Eben‘s timbral symbolism makes religious references to church bells 
and the Shofar, and geographic references to ancient and distant times with the use of 
instruments brought from the Far East. Expanded, strong percussion groups capture the 
frenetic quality of evil‘s forcefulness.  
Eben incorporates numerological symbolism that is buried into the formal design 
of both compositions, and not identifiable from first listening to or looking at the score. 
The numbers three, four, seven and twelve, have significant meaning and are 
incorporated into the melodic and rhythmic structure of both compositions. The 
numerological references are incorporated into the formal organization, a refined means 
for the composer to add commentary, make points, and refer to ancient knowledge and 
religious symbolism, or to subtly reflect on political events. 
Literature Review 
Apologia Sokratus is described by the late composer Milan Slavický as ―one of 
the most significant works of his [Eben‘s] middle period.‖5 Likewise, Graham Melville-
Mason estimates Eben‘s position and significance of his music for the Czech culture: ―He 
                                                 
4 Stefan Daubner, p. 35. 
5 Milan Slavický, ―Petr Eben—The Symphonic Works,‖ in A Tribute to Petr Eben, pp. 32-33. 
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[Eben] is considered already by many to be the next in the line of Smetana, Dvořák, 
Janáček and Martinů.‖6  
The last two decades mark a growing interest in Eben‘s music. The dissertations 
of the scholars Janette Fishell (1988) and Johanes Landgren (1997) examine Eben‘s 
organ output. The book A Tribute to Petr Eben (2000) includes articles on various sides 
of Eben‘s works. Articles by Susan Landale (1979), John Browne (1995), and Martin 
Anderson (1996) discuss Eben‘s compositional methods and organ works. Claude 
Hermitte‘s study (1998) observes the philosophical foundation of Eben‘s thought. Stefan 
Daubner‘s Die Orchesterwerke Petr Ebens—Struktur und Zeichen (2001) is a detailed 
survey of the stylistic features of Eben‘s orchestral works. Paula Swartz‘s dissertation 
―Time Versus Space: A Relationship between Music and the Visual Arts as revealed in 
Petr Eben‘s Okna and Marc Chagall‘s Jerusalem Windows‖ (2005) and Jung-A Lee‘s 
dissertation ―The Chamber Music of Petr Eben‖ (2008) discuss various aspects of the 
smaller-scale instrumental and vocal music.  
However, research about the composer‘s choral and especially his vocal-
instrumental music is scarce. The master‘s thesis of James L. Evans (1995) discusses the 
early a cappella works and the famous Prager Te Deum. Timothy Koch‘s article ―The A 
Cappella Music of Petr Eben‖ (1994) is limited to his small-scale compositions. A 
dissertation by Hyungmin Cho, ―Constancy and Changes in Petr Eben‘s Sacred Choral 
Works: An Overview‖ (2007), discusses a cappella sacred music selected from different 
periods and the Prager Te Deum. The current study is the first to fill a gap in the research 
                                                 
6 Graham Melville-Mason, ―Petr Eben: Great Composer in a Life of Service, Humanity and Love,‖ A 
Tribute to Petr Eben (Burnham-on-Crouch: The Dvořák Society, 2000), p. 9. 
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of Eben‘s vocal-instrumental music and opens the door for future research on his large-
scale vocal-instrumental compositions.  
The scholarship in the Czech Republic is also insufficient—only two brief articles 
by Ratibor Budiš, ―Milostná Tematika v díle Petra Ebena‖ (1965) and ―Apologia 
Sokratus, dílo o moudrosti a pravdě‖ (1968); an article by Jaroslav Smolka in his 1970 
book Česká kantáta a oratorium, and numerous smaller articles on the premieres of 
Eben‘s works exist. An extended analytical article, ―Pragensia Petra Ebena‖ by Oldřich 
Pukl (1985), discusses in detail the cantata Pragensia, and a dissertation by B. Březková 
(1998) takes a close look at Eben‘s church opera Jeremias. Five articles by Stanislav 
Pecháček under the rubric ―Czech Choral Music‖ from Cantus journal from 2007-2008 
observe briefly the influences on, and subjects of, Eben‘s choral works. Two books, by 
Eva Vítová and Kateřina Vondrovicová, both with the title Petr Eben, observe in various 
detail and length the life and works of Petr Eben and mention numerous choral 
compositions.  
I hope that further research will concentrate on Eben‘s cantatas and oratorios. I 
believe that Eben‘s a cappella music for male, female and mixed choirs and especially 
the music for children choirs all deserve special attention as it is accessible for choirs of 
various professional levels. Research on Eben‘s folk arrangements and folk-based songs 
would lead to more frequent performances of these pieces. Eben‘s compositional process, 
and especially Messiaen‘s influence on the compositional style of both his choral and 
organ works, are not well documented and need further examination.  
This study contributes to an understanding of Eben‘s musical style and the 
symbolism incorporated in these particular compositions. It sheds light on the details of 
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compositions which are rarely heard and challenging to perform, especially the choral 
part of the ballet. I hope that my study will inspire an American premiere of Apologia 
Sokratus and Curses and Blessings and facilitate the communication of Eben‘s life 
mission:   
My goal: to contribute an atom‘s worth to what Teilhard de Chardin calls 
the spiritualization of the world.
7
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
7 Dehner, p. 258. 
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______. Verba Sapienciae. Mainz: Schott Music International, 1991-1993. 
 
______. Zauberspruch den Liebsten zu beschwören. Srarodávné čarování milému (The 
 Lover’s Magic Spell). Kassel: Editio Bärenreiter, 1963. 
 
 
Sound Recordings 
 
 
Eben, Petr. Apologia Sokratus. LP recording. Praha: Supraphon 0190558, 1968. 
 
_____. Apologia Sokratus. LP recording. Praha: Supraphon 112 0880, 1971. Zdenĕk 
 Košler, conductor. Lubiše Márová, alto. Antonín Švorc, baritone.Dĕtskí sbor  
Česki rozhlasi. Pĕvecký sbor Česki rozhlasi. Symfonický orchestr hl. m. Prahy  
(Includes Eben Ubi Caritas).
1
 
 
_____. Curses and Blessings. Kletby a Dobrořečení. CD recording. Kühn Mixed Choir,  
Pavel Kühn choirmaster. Praha: Supraphon 3384-2211, 1998. 
 
_____. Curses and Blessings. Nederlands Dans Theater. Choreographers Jiří Kylián  
and Christopher Bruce. The Hague: Premiere DVD, 1983, archival, unreleased. 
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APPENDIX A: APOLOGIA SOKRATUS: MOTTO MATRICES  
 
 
 
 
 
MOTTO: MATRIX 
 
 Io↓ I11↓ I5↓ I3↓ I8↓ I9↓ I4↓ I11↓  
P0→ 0         C 11      B 5         F 3      Eb 8      Ab 9       A 4       E 11     B ←Ro 
P1→ 1         Db 0        C 6         Gb 4       E 9      A 10    Bb 5       F 0       C  
P7→ 7          G 6      F# 0         C 10    Bb 3      Eb 4       E 11     B 6       F#  
P9→ 9          A 8      G# 2         D 0       C 5      F 6      F# 1      Db 8      Ab  
P4→ 4          E 3      D# 9         A 7       G 0      C 1      C# 8      G# 3      D#  
P3→ 3         Eb 2        D 8         Ab 6      Gb 11    B 0       C 7        G 2       D  
P8→ 8         Ab 7        G 1         Db 11     B 4      E 5       F 0        C 7       G  
P11             B         A#            E          D         G         G#         D#         A#  
 RIo↑        RIo↑ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONTEMPLATION THEME: MATRIX 
 
 
 I0             
P0 0 G 6C# 7 D 8Eb 11Gb 10 F 9 E 4 B 5 C 2 A 3Bb 1Ab Rº 
 6 C# 0 1 2 A 5 C 4  B 3 10 11 8 9 7 D  
 5 C 11 0 1 4 B 3 2 A 9 10 7 8 6  
P4 4 B 10 11 0 3 2 A 1 8 9  E 6 7 D 5 C  
P1 1 Ab 7D 8Eb 9E 0 11Gb 10 
F 
5C 6 C# 3 Bb 4 B 2 A  
 2 A 8 9 E 10 1 0 G 11 6 7 D 4 B 5 C 3  
 3 Bb 9 E 10 11 2 A 1 0 7 8 5 C 6 4 B  
 8 Eb 2 A 3 4 B 5 C 6 5 C 0 1 10 11 9 E  
P7 7 D 1 2 A 3 4 5 C 4 B 11 0 9 10 8  
P10 10 4 B 5 C 6 9 E 8 7 D 2 A 3 0 1 11  
 9 E 3 4 B 5 8 7 D 6 1 2 A 11 0 10 F  
P11 11Gb 5 C 6C# 7 D 10 F 9 E 8Eb 3Bb 4 B 1 Ab 2 A 0 G  
 RI0             
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APPENDIX B: CURSES AND BLESSINGS: MOTTO CELL MATRIX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
0 1 7 8 9 2 
11 0 6 7 8 1 
5 6 0 1 2 7 
4 5 11 0 1 6 
3 4 10 11 0 5 
10 11 5 6 7 0 
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MUSICAL EXAMPLES ERRATA 
 
 
Example 5.12, m. 210, soprano, third beat, to read ―gne‖ 
Example 6.4, m. 430, baritone solo, third beat, to read ―ka‖ 
Example 6.23, m. 322, choir, second beat, to read ―la‖  
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